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1 Introduction 

1.1 General research questions and structure of the study 

Identity is a complex concept, and many studies have been carried out to 

investigate different shades of identity, including cultural identity. However, 

most of these studies scrutinize the concept on a rather theoretical basis. 

Therefore, the purpose of this study is to explore the concept of cultural 

identity within a particular context, to explore the ways in which Celticness is 

constructed as part of cultural identity in Ireland and how this is represented 

and applied. One of the main questions this study aims to answer therefore is: 

Is Celticness maintained and represented as an integral part of cultural identity 

in contemporary Ireland? If it is, in which domains of social life is it 

represented and how is it represented (and exploited?) in these different 

domains?  

As Chapman (1992: 238) points out, in the past Celtic identity has been 

used by the English to classify and devalue non-English ‘others’. The 

characteristics ascribed to these ‘others’ served as criteria for attributing the 

superiority of the English (the ‘self’). This has been the case in the articulation 

of English prejudices against the Irish and the Scots. 

However, Celticness has also been used as a concept of ethnic and 

cultural self-identity, as for example in the case of the Irish rediscovery of their 

own Celtic past. Amongst other things this has led to the revitalisation of the 

Gaelic (Irish) language in Ireland as advocated by the Gaelic League 

(Connradh na Gaedhilge), founded in 1893. 

Cultural identity is a complex category, and language is not the only 

element through which it can be manifested. Therefore, one important 

analytical background for this study is the study of cultural identity. This 

concerns the question of how and with what strategies cultural groups try to 

maintain their cultural (and ethnic) identity to separate themselves from other 

groups. In this process of separating from other groups and establishing 

identities certain traditions (language, economy, concepts of a common history 

and descent and religion, among others) play an important role and build the 

basis for the construction and maintenance of boundaries. However, these 
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traditions of common history and descent are sometimes invented (see 

Hobsbawm 1983).  

The first part of this study will therefore give an overview of the concept 

of cultural identity. As both culture and identity are significant elements in the 

conception of cultural identity, the first sections will deal with these. Cultural 

identity will then be described according to the definitions of both culture and 

identity and it will be argued how cultural identity can be conceptualised as a 

total social fact. As archaeology as well as symbolic representation both play 

significant roles in the conceptualisation of cultural identity in Ireland, the next 

two sections will show how archaeology can play a significant role in the 

construction of identity and how cultural identity can be represented 

symbolically. It will then be argued how cultural identity can be constructed, 

represented and applied in different contexts. 

In order to show the significance of Celticness for the contemporary 

cultural identity in Ireland, it has to be shown how Celticness has been 

developed historically. Therefore, in the third chapter I will give a short 

summary of the history of Ireland, before describing in the fourth chapter how 

Celticness was established as part of the cultural identity during the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and how it was used as a political 

means. It will be shown that Celticness as one relating element in the cultural 

identity of the Irish can be seen in regard to Anderson’s “imagined 

communities” (Anderson 1996) as a means to create relations between 

otherwise anonymous people. 

These relations are manifested in different ways within the different 

domains of social life. In the fifth chapter it will be shown how Celticness is 

part of these different domains of social life in contemporary Ireland, thus 

representing cultural identity. The domains which will be investigated are those 

of formal education, religion, self-representation through different media such 

as the internet, public media and literature, the economy and politics. This 

chapter summarises the results of the field research I conducted from July 2004 

to June 2005. During that time, when I was based in Galway City, County 

Galway, Ireland, different research methods were used, including in-depth 

interviewing, participant observation and textual analysis. The internet proved 

to be an important research tool, as it provides access to a large number of 
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sources, including web sites of companies, online publications and the ability 

to distribute questionnaires in large numbers and get feedback on a greater 

scale.  

After the representation of cultural identity through Celticness has been 

illustrated within the different domains listed above, the sixth chapter analyses 

the application and representation of cultural identity in a more general sense, 

leading to a model of the circuit of cultural identity and its representation and 

enhancement, especially through the alleged commoditisation of cultural 

identity. 

 

 

1.2 Status quo of research 

One field of studies related to this study is the study of nations and nationalism, 

especially the Irish nation. Like most other nations, the Irish nation has been 

the subject of a number of studies. Part of these studies focus on the 

development of the Irish nation and Irish nationalism as well as on the 

development of Irish identity. A comprehensive account of Irish nationalism is 

given by Boyce (1996) and Kee (1972). Their works include a study of 

nationalism in Ireland from ancient times to the present Northern Ireland 

conflict and include the role of nationalism for the struggle for independence 

and the evolution of national identity. 

Other scholars focus on the structure of Irish nationalism and the nature 

and symbols of the Irish nation, as for example Alter (1974), who explores 

national symbols of the Home Rule Movement (1870-1918), including the 

green flag, the harp and national festivals. Irish nationalism has according to 

this study been formed by the biased images the Irish and English have of each 

other. Cronin (1983) concentrates on the different forms of nationalist 

movements in Ireland and identifies traditionalist nationalism, constitutional 

nationalism, physical-force republicanism, radical republicanism, and cultural 

nationalism. 

The components of Irish cultural identity and the Irish nation are the 

issues for the studies of Bromage (1968) and McCaffrey (1989). While for 

Bromage religion, land and language are the main factors of Irish identity, 
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McCaffrey concentrates more on ethnic origin as a central component of 

nationalism and identity.  

White (1996) describes Gaelic origins, Catholicism and agrarianism as 

the shaping factors of Irish national identity and points out that contemporary 

Irish identity composes of a traditional identity with more secular, European 

and cosmopolitan ideas. 

Hutchinson (1987), in a major study about the character and influence of 

cultural nationalism, argues as well that the shape of the modern Irish nation 

state is a result of the agrarian, Catholic and Gaelic nature of Irish identity. 

Garvin (1996) on the other hand emphasises that contemporary Ireland is in a 

post-nationalist phase and that the fundamentalist rhetoric that was a main 

character of the early years of the independent nation is overcome nowadays. 

However, no overall account and analysis of the Celtic element in 

relation to different domains of social life in Ireland has been undertaken so 

far. Most of the studies concentrate on either one or the other domain of social 

life, such as the Celtic element in religion (Kennedy 1996, White 1996), 

language (Bromage 1968), literature (Leerssen 1996a, Castle 2001) or sport 

(Cronin 1999, De Búrca 1999). Therefore, this study aims to analyse how 

cultural identity is represented through Celticness within different domains of 

social life, thus illustrating and explaining its significance for contemporary 

Ireland. 
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2 Terminology and theoretical background 

2.1 Culture 

The concept “cultural identity” involves two terms, both of which are discussed 

widely in anthropological literature. To define the concept “cultural identity” it 

is therefore necessary to look at both of these terms. 

Culture is one of those terms that seem to have an infinite number of 

meanings, and culture seems to be everywhere; business corporations, young 

people, women, immigrants, all of these have “their” specific culture. But this 

is the popular notion of culture, which has to be sharply distinguished from the 

anthropological meaning of the term.  

But even in the field of anthropology there exists a variety of definitions 

of the term and the meaning of it underlies shifting emphases. As early as 1952 

Kroeber and Kluckhohn offered 164 definitions of “culture” (Kroeber & 

Kluckhohn 1963: 81-142, 291f.). Whereas not all of the different concepts and 

definitions of “culture” shall be given here, some short remarks seem to be 

necessary. 

One of the most widely used definitions of the term “culture” was given 

by Edward B. Tylor, who defines culture in the first sentence of his work 

Primitive Culture:  

“Culture or Civilization, taken in its wide ethnographic 
sense, is that complex whole which includes knowledge, 
belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities 
and habits acquired by man as a member of society” 
(Tylor 1958: 1). 
 

This is a definition that equates “culture” and “civilization” and therefore 

dissociates the term “culture” from the term “nature”. It is at the same time one 

of the most common ways to define “culture”. Culture in this sense is not what 

is set by nature, or else is not used to describe natural conditions such as the 

need to sleep or eat, the desire for reproduction or living together in a 

community in general. These are general basic living conditions and therefore 

can be described as universal, but biologically determined, characteristics.  

“Culture” is sometimes also seen as “some kind of object, thing, or 

substance, whether physical or metaphysical” (Appadurai 1996: 12), but this is 

a form of substantialization that does not give consideration to the wider 
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meaning of the term. Culture, according to Appadurai, can better be described 

as “a dimension that attends to situated and embodied difference” (op. cit.: 13). 

Culture is not “a property of individuals and groups [but] more […] a heuristic 

device that we can use to talk about difference” (ibid.). Appadurai further 

emphasises that not all of these differences are cultural differences, but points 

out that cultural differences are those that “express, or set the groundwork for, 

the mobilization of group identities” (ibid.).  

Two basic uses of the term “culture” currently appear in academic 

literature: culture as process and culture as product. Culture as process refers to 

the use of the term in the anthropological and sociological approach, in which 

culture is regarded mainly as a symbolic system or as codes of conduct. 

Through this, people create and recreate shared values, beliefs and attitudes, 

which allow them to make sense of their experiences and their existence. 

Culture, in this sense, can be seen  

“[…] as a set of practices, based on forms of knowledge, 
which encapsulate common values and act as general 
guiding principles. It is through these forms of knowledge 
that distinctions are created and maintained, so that, for 
example, one culture is marked off as different from 
another” (Meethan 2001: 117). 
 

If culture is regarded as product, then it is seen as the product of individual or 

group activities to which particular meanings are attached. Culture in this sense 

is often divided into “high” culture (museums, theatre, architecture, etc.) and 

“low” culture (popular music, soap operas and so forth). 

The definition of culture that shall be used in the following thesis is 

mentioned by de Josselin de Jong (1976: 5) and defines culture as “the whole 

of non-hereditarily transmitted expressions of life of a self-conscious human 

community”.1 

This definition includes the most significant characteristics of “culture”. 

The formulation “whole of […] expressions of life” indicates that it is a holistic 

concept – not quantitative, but qualitative. It indicates that within culture, 

everything is interdependent. Knowledge and behaviour are in this way also 

interdependent – and shared by the members of a culture. The fact that these 

are shared between all the members of one “culture” is imperative for an 

                                                 
1 “Een bekende Nederlandse definitie van cultuur is ‘het geheel van niet-erfelijke 
levensuitingen van een zelfbewuste menselijke groep’” (de Josselin de Jong 1976: 5). 



 7 

effectively operating communication within the group. Shared knowledge and 

behaviour also implies a shared cultural identity2, but it is not necessarily 

bound to a particular locality (as for example in the case of Diasporas and 

migrants). The expressions of life are “non-hereditary” which means that the 

knowledge about them has to be acquired and is not biologically determined. It 

is furthermore “transmitted”, which means it belongs to the sphere of socially 

acquired phenomena. It is learned through instruction, communication and 

imitation, but not through the process of “trial and error”. This transmission of 

the expressions of life can also be called “enculturation” (Peoples & 

Bailey 1999: 17). Patterns of behaviour (one component of the expressions of 

life) is behaviour that is – in contrast to knowledge – observable. With respect 

to the other component (knowledge) it is important that it is not “real” 

knowledge that is meant by this, but the basic ideas and opinions of a group 

regarding their perceived reality.  

Culture is therefore the all-encompassing concept that determines every 

aspect of life – even the perception and idea of the concept itself – and 

embraces the whole range of customs, practices and representations of a 

society. It is the overall system within which all other systems are organised – 

including social organisations, economic and political systems. Even though 

culture might be said to be made to a certain degree by men, men are also – to 

speak with Dumont – “made by their culture” (Dumont 1994: 5). Culture (and 

the same applies to cultural identity) exists “in and through the people who are 

its carriers” (ibid.) but at the same time it is culture that defines people and how 

people perceive themselves and their culture – especially in comparison to 

other cultures.  

 

 

2.2 Identity 

As with the concept of culture, it is not my aim here to give a full definition or 

a history of the concept of identity.3 I would rather introduce some ideas about 

the complexity of that term and how it will be used in this thesis. 

                                                 
2 For a more detailed discussion of the term „cultural identity” see chapter 2.3. 
3 For a detailed record of the history of the concept of identity see De Levita 2002 and Dundes 
1983. 
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The term identity became more and more frequently used in recent years, 

but nonetheless remains rather an indistinct and dubious one, and is used to 

describe a multitude of phenomena. As Reck (1981: 154) points out, identity 

seems to become an everyday-term for many people in western countries. 

Within the last ten years the term has spread out more and more. Corporate 

identity is claimed by business companies and public administration; cities and 

regions proclaim their identity and minorities insist on their specific identity. 

The term “identity” itself has been used in the humanities since the end of the 

1940’s when it was introduced in the field of individual psychology (Assmann 

and Friese 1999: 11). 

Today it is a term that is very widespread, and when writing about 

identity, different authors seem to refer to entirely different concepts. These 

concepts range from ethnic stereotypes, social conformity, personal integrity, 

continuity over time and cultural heritage. Weinreich (2003: 7-20) gives a short 

overview which includes different approaches subsumed by the term identity 

including psychodynamic approaches4, symbolic interactionist approaches5, 

self-concept, social identity and self-esteem approaches6 and social 

anthropology and indigenous psychologies approaches7. 

In addition to the difficulties arising from this variety of approaches 

concerning identity, the term identity can be understood in two different ways: 

as referring to “sameness” and as referring to “distinctiveness” (Jacobson-

Widding 1983: 13). Superficially seen, “distinctiveness” could be used in 

reference to individual identity and “sameness” in reference to a feeling of 

conformity between two or more people building a group (however defined). 

But “distinctiveness” can also refer to a group in contrast or in comparison 

with another group or other groups. 

Erikson, one of the founding scholars of contemporary theories about 

identity, described identity in a definition that involves both personal and 

collective identity:  

“The term ‘identity’ expresses […] a mutual relation in that it 
connotes both a persistent sameness within oneself 

                                                 
4 Erikson 1950, 1968, 1980; Laing 1960, 1961; Laing & Esterson 1964 
5 Mead 1934; Cooley 1953; Sullivan 1953; Stryker 1980; Weigert 1983. 
6 Rosenberg 1965, 1981; Coppersmith 1967; Harter 1982, 1990; Tajfel 1981; Turner et al. 
1987; Hogg & Abrams 1988; Abrams & Hogg 1999. 
7 Carriters, Collins & Lukes 1985; Shweder 1991; Pasternak, Ember & Ember 1997; Valsiner 
2000. 
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(selfsameness) and a persistent sharing of some kind of 
essential characters with others” (Erikson 1980: 109). 
 

According to this definition, identity is conceptualised in terms of continuity, 

referring to the sameness within a person (“selfsameness”), so that sameness as 

well as distinctiveness can refer to personal and collective identity. 

Identity does not exist a priori, but should be seen as a “contextual”, 

“oppositional” and “relational” classificatory device (Shore 1993: 36). That 

means that it can have different meanings in different social and historical 

situations (“contextual”), that it always exists in demarcation or contrast 

against “others” (“oppositional”) and that it relates two or more people 

(“relational”). 

As identity is linked to immaterial, intangible, phenomena such as 

feelings, thoughts and perceptions, it cannot be measured in a quantitative way. 

It is mainly based on sentiments, symbols and stereotypes and is therefore 

hardly to be measured according to objective criteria.  

One does not only have a single identity but always multiple identities 

and affiliations – examples include those of gender, age, profession, language 

and nation. And even within one of these categories there often exist different 

identities side by side. As people belong to a number of different levels of 

identity, it is impossible to speak of “the” identity of a person. For example, 

there is a national level with regard to the country a person lives in, a regional, 

ethnic, religious and linguistic affiliation, a gender level, a generation level and 

also a level of social class (Segers 1995: 4). Thus people have different 

identities in different contexts. This is comparable to the concept of role as 

proposed by Banton (1960: 18). According to his understanding of social roles, 

people derive their distinct identities from the roles they play in society. 

In the following thesis the focus shall be on the “contextuality”, 

“oppositionality” and “relationality” of identity. The first context in which 

identity will be investigated is a historical one. It deals with the construction of 

a (cultural) identity in Ireland during the Independence movement. At this time 

the “oppositionality” of this identity is especially to be seen in the building of a 

distinctive identity in contrast to the British, whereas the “relationality” of this 

identity is to be seen in the building of an identity that is able to unite the 

people of Ireland – again in contrast to the British. 
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Identity in its most general form means that two or more people are 

identical. As identity can be seen as a relational term, it means that, if two or 

more people have identical relationships, they have a shared identity. Therefore 

identity is constructed over the relationship between elements. Identity 

qualifies a relationship and these relationships make people identical. In other 

words, people are identical because they share relations.  

Identities, whether they are national, regional, or cultural, are created by 

human efforts and therefore every identity is culturally specific instead of 

natural. This would negate the dominant thrust of national movements, as 

nationalists search for the essence of their nation. But it does not negate the 

political effectiveness of such a strategy which is often articulated by subaltern 

cultures seeking to overthrow the political control of a dominant culture (as for 

example in Ireland the search for a Celtic identity was used to legitimate the 

claim for independence). In relation to identity, this generates a range of 

characteristics that can be ascribed to it.  

Identity results from a process and therefore is dynamic rather than 

static. That means that it can change according to the relevant context. This 

dynamic means that what is included in a given identity at present can be 

excluded in the future, and what was included in the past can be excluded in 

the present. Identities, if they are imagined in the sense of Andersons 

“imagined communities” (Anderson 1996), can be imagined in different ways 

and they can be re-imagined with regard to changing contexts. As identities 

always involve a process of inclusion and exclusion, they are built between 

“in-groups” and “out-groups”.8 Identities are therefore highly problematic and 

constantly in flux and can even be inconsistent and contradictory. 

 

 

2.3 Cultural Identity 

While there are numerous theoretical writings about ethnic, national and 

cultural identity (e.g. Anderson 1996; Barth 1969; Gellner 1984; Smith 1991; 

                                                 
8 The categorisation of people into “in-group” and “out-group” was suggested by Tajfel and 
Turner (1979). They said that – because of the basic human need for a positive self-image – 
individuals join particular groups (“in-group”) and tend to see their group as preferable to any 
outside group (“out-group”). 
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Yinger 1994), it is rather difficult to find a simple, or at least unambiguous, 

definition of the different concepts. Wagner points out that the discussion about 

identity tries to codify something conceptually, but avoids specifying it 

empirically (Wagner 1999: 45). 

The concept of cultural identity is said to have been introduced within 

the context of the United Nations because the former colonies wanted to 

develop their own “national cultural identity” and therefore had to retrieve their 

own traditions and re-establish their own languages in contrast to the languages 

of the colonial powers. All these discussions of self-assertion came into being 

under the label “cultural identity”.9 

Others refer to “cultural identity” as the identification with cultural and 

social values through cultural means which provides for the orientation into a 

wider social environment (Fuchs 1991: 118), or as “defence of traditions, 

history and moral, mental and ethnic values which are passed on from 

generation to generation” (Deutsche UNESCO-Kommission 1983: 20; my 

translation). Cultural identity never means unrestricted faithfulness to tradition 

and past times or stagnation, but is dynamic (op. cit.: 21). Again another 

position assumes that cultural identity arises from social identity and 

emphasises that the identification with a group is not only bound to the real 

interactive behaviour, but also encloses shared rules of behaviour and shared 

values and norms (Kramer 1993: 25f.). National and cultural identities are also 

seen as particular forms of “social identity”, whereby “social identity” is 

differentiated against “personal identity”. “Personal identity” means that 

people in spite of their individual development are aware of themselves as the 

same person in different situations and contexts over time (Erikson 1968: 50, 

cp. Erikson 1980). “Social identity” on the other hand describes the feeling of 

affiliation to social groups. Social identity, according to Tajfel (1981: 255) can  

“be understood as that part of an individual’s self-concept which 
derives from his knowledge of his membership of a social group 
(or groups) together with the value and emotional significance 
attached to that membership”. 
 

Cultural identity is also seen as those aspects of identity from which our 

affiliation to ethnic, racial, linguistic, religious and national cultures emanates 

(Hall 1994: 180) and is also called “national cultural identity” (op. cit.: 50). It 

                                                 
9 www.zentrale-fortbildung.de/01b16f94950e08b03/01b16f94950e84f12 
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also occurs that in one paragraph the term “cultural identity” is used and in the 

following just “identity” (op. cit.: 182) or that “national identity” is 

characterised as a particular “cultural identity” (op. cit.: 199). Therefore on the 

one hand there seems to be no clear demarcation between the terms “identity”, 

“national identity” and “cultural identity”. On the other hand Auernheimer 

distinguishes “national identity” as political construction from “cultural 

identity” and says that “cultural identity” can provide the basis for the 

construction of a “national identity” (Auernheimer 1993: 81). Another position 

holds that cultural identity is partly determined by national identity, but that 

cultural identity is the much wider concept (Segers 1995: 5). 

A further problem is the differentiation between “ethnic identity”, 

“ethnicity” and “cultural identity”, as in recent years in anthropology the term 

identity became almost identical with “ethnic identity” or “ethnicity”. So in 

most contexts “ethnic identity” and “cultural identity” are interchangeable 

terms and an “ethnic group” can almost just as well be called a “cultural group” 

(Berreman 1983: 289).  

But then there are also scholars who refer to ethnicity and nationalism as 

“expressions of cultural identity” (Costa & Bamossy 1995a: VII). Thus one of 

the problems concerning research on cultural identity is the very lack of 

semantic clarity and the lack of a clear definition. It seems that scholars 

discussing “identity” are talking about entirely different concepts, including 

ethnic stereotypes, social commonality, personal integrity, temporal continuity, 

and cultural heritage (Jacobson-Widding 1983:13). 

Regarding a definition of cultural identity, it seems to be appropriate to 

define cultural identity not as something substantial but as something 

conceptual. Cultural identity can be regarded as a set of social relations that 

make people identical and exclude other people from this identity. This is not 

because they are different as individuals, but because they are different in their 

relations. 

In social anthropology, culture is regarded as the all-encompassing 

system that is above all other systems. Therefore it can be said that cultural 

identity can be seen in the relationships a person has within all the realms of 

culture. Regarding particular contexts within this culture, different 
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relationships can be seen in action. That means that different relations or 

particular sets of relations lead to different dimensions of cultural identity.  

Cultural identity therefore is not to be conceptualised as an attribute, but 

as a particular form of being related in the different domains of a culture. 

Therefore it could be argued that cultural identity encompasses other forms of 

identity like religious, linguistic, or even national identity. The perception of 

these different identities of a person is also a part of their cultural identity, as 

culture defines how we perceive ourselves, hence our identity.  

So it must not be a defining component in one’s cultural identity to 

belong to a particular nation, as this would be in terms of a relationship 

between an individual and “its” nation and would therefore belong to the 

“national identity”, but it belongs to one’s cultural identity (at least in the 

western world) that the world is defined through nation-states and that this is 

the form of political organization that is regarded as the only one appropriate. 

So it is the relationship to the nation-state as political institution that can be 

seen to belong to the cultural identity, whereas the relationship between a 

person and the nation-state which he/ she regards as “his/ her” nation is defined 

in terms of national identity. 

As cultural identity can be seen in the relationships within every domain 

of social life, it refers to different levels like aesthetics, admission of history 

and traditions, sense of a common heritage, belonging to a religious 

community and so forth.  

Cultural identity can be defined as a set of relationships that refers to the 

relations of individuals to their linguistic, local, regional and national 

community and its specific ethnic and aesthetic values. Cultural identity is 

believed to manifest itself in the manner in which individuals admit their 

history, traditions, conventions and way of living and their sense of a common 

heritage and fate. Referring to the above-mentioned definitions of culture and 

identity, it can be argued that cultural identity is composed of a set of social 

relations that link people to the whole of non-hereditarily transmitted 

expressions of life. 
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That must not indicate that all people who share the “same” cultural 

identity have to have the same relations in all the domains mentioned above, 

but only that they are aware of the relations in these domains.10 

Shared memories, hopes and continuity are, according to Wintle, 

essential for cultural identity, which is integrational and moulded by external 

forces. It is furthermore dependent on a set of at least partly shared 

experiences, hopes and heritage (Wintle 2000: 23). This point is also 

emphasised by Smith (1992: 58), who argues that a common subjective 

perception of the group’s history is “a defining element in the concept of 

cultural identity”. Therefore, in my analysis of cultural identity in Ireland I will 

focus on the shared “Celtic” heritage of the Irish as one of the aspects of 

cultural identity. 

According to Barth (1969: 9ff.) groups become aware of their ethnic 

identity through interaction with other groups. Therefore he developed the 

concept of “ethnic boundaries” (Barth 1969). In general it can be said that 

people become aware of their culture when they reach its boundaries 

(Cohen 1982: 3), which means that cultural identity becomes important when it 

is confronted with other cultural identities. 

The question about cultural identity also leads to a further question: is 

there a cultural identity that is shared by all the members of a society/ 

community, if one takes into account with Durkheim (1987a: 271f.) that 

societies have expanded and increased in complexity to a degree that makes 

social and cultural differences within this society so far developed that even 

members of that very same society share their humanity as the only thing in 

common? For Durkheim this is the “idea of the human person”, that developed 

as a natural successor to “Christianity” (Lukes 1973: 338-342). But even if 

societies have expanded to such a degree, cultural identity is at the very base of 

society, and even the concept of humanity belongs to that cultural identity. 

                                                 
10 The case of the linguistic domain within the Irish cultural identity is special in so far that 
Irish is the official language of Ireland (next to English), but only a small percentage of the 
population use it in everyday life. But nonetheless it has a symbolic meaning, as even people 
who do not speak Irish are convinced that the Irish language is important for their identity. This 
is evidence for Edwards’ statement, that “…the value of language as a symbol can remain in 
the absence of the communicative function.” (Edwards 1996: 217; cp. Edwards 1977). The 
value of the Irish language in Ireland can also be seen in the fact that the official names for 
government offices are Irish, as for example Taoiseach (Prime Minister, literary chief), Seanad 
(senate), Dáil (parliament). 
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It is also impossible to talk about culture and cultural identity without 

talking about who is defining it, within which set of interdependencies and 

power balances, for what purposes, and with reference to which outside culture 

or cultures a sense of cultural identity is generated (Gupta & Ferguson 1992: 

11).  

The importance of cultural identity and ethnicity in the building of 

modern nation states has been shown by different scholars like Anderson 

(1996), Eriksen (2002) and Smith (1988). Smith for example states that the 

Irish, after having been subjugated by the English, developed a special, catholic 

and monastic “myth-symbol-complex”, which shows Ireland as an “insula 

sacra” of pietism and Christian virtue within an ocean of Protestantism and 

materialism. And so in the nineteenth century Anglo-Irish as well as Irish-

Catholics looked to the surviving remains of the Gaeltacht regions11 in the west 

of Ireland to defend the actual popular, catholic and Gaelic civilisation of 

Ireland as a special community with its particular holy myths and symbols 

(Smith 1986: 65).12 

 

 

2.3.1 Cultural identity as a total social fact 

Culture in the social anthropological sense involves the entirety of lifestyles, 

moral concepts, values, ways of thinking and behaving and also the material 

items of different social groups.13 As was said before, culture can be defined as 

“the whole of non-hereditarily transmitted expression of life of a self-conscious 

human community” (de Josselin de Jong 1976: 5).  

In this sense, culture is the most encompassing system that is above all 

other systems (such as religion, politics, and social organisation). Culture is 

manifested in everyday rituals, tastes and routine acts and expresses itself 

through communication (cp. Samowar & Porter 1994: 21).  

                                                 
11 A Gaeltacht is a region in which Irish is the vernacular language. 
12 See also the studies by de Paor (1982) and Hutchinson (1987). 
13 See also the definition of culture by Tylor: “Culture, […] is that complex whole which 
includes knowledge, belief, art, law, morals, custom and any other capabilities and habits 
acquired by man as a member of society” (Tylor 1958: 1). 
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Culture can also be seen “as the collective programming of the mind 

which distinguishes the members of one group or category of people from 

another” (Hofstede 1991: 260) and in this sense is a collective phenomenon. 

Concerning this broad sense of culture, cultural identity can be regarded 

as a total social fact. In his study The Gift, Mauss describes the total social fact 

as a multidimensional phenomenon that is at once economic, juridical, moral, 

mythological, and aesthetical (Mauss 1966: 17). It is an activity that has 

implications in all spheres of life – economic, legal, religious and political – 

and a total social fact informs and organises apparently quite distinct practices 

and institutions (Edgar 2002: 157). 

Cultural identity is a total social fact as it manifests and expresses itself 

in all the different domains of social life. These domains include language, law, 

politics, religion and aesthetic production (literature, arts and so forth).14 The 

apparently quite distinct practices and institutions that Edgar mentions as being 

informed and organised by a total social fact can be found in the context of the 

application of Celticness as part of the cultural identity in Ireland. As will be 

shown in this study, the Celticness of Ireland as part of the cultural identity can 

be found in every domain of social life – in education, economics, politics and 

aesthetic production, but also in the ideas and images the people have of 

themselves. Cultural identity therefore is truly a total social fact, as it plays a 

significant role in all these different domains of life. 

 

 

2.4 Archaeology and the construction of identity 

Archaeology has played an important role in the construction of identities, be 

they national, regional or cultural. A number of recent studies, for example by 

Kristiansen (1993), Kohl (1993), Olsen (1986) and Ucko (1995), have been 

written with the focus on the details of that particular connection between 

archaeology and nationalism. 

As “[n]ations without a past are a contradiction in terms” 

(Hobsbawm 1992: 3), the past is often central in the construction of identity 

                                                 
14 Whereas not all domains can be addressed in this study, their interrelationship is of vital 
importance for understanding the phenomenon in the first place. 
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and periods of social and political change are often a time of “inventing 

traditions” (Hobsbawm & Ranger 1983). In this invention of traditions, 

histories become re-evaluated and re-written, so that the thereby constructed 

ethno-histories provide a basis for the legitimate authorization which groups 

desire when claiming self-determination.15 The right to national sovereignty is 

often based on ethnic and linguistic distinctiveness and on historical 

precedence, so that the past is used as a “symbolic resource to establish 

authenticity and continuity” (Dietler 1994: 585; see also Hobsbawm 1992; 

Macdonald 1993). National cultures and their identities are reified as entities 

that are pure and homogenous and therefore provide a quasi “natural basis” for 

the building of a nation-state. A distinct and unique history is seen as being 

highly important in the establishment of group authenticity (Jones & Graves-

Brown 1996: 2f., see also Danforth 1993, Hobsbawm & Ranger 1983, 

Hutchinson & Smith 1994: 4).  

Archaeology has therefore been used to create and authenticate cultural 

borders and ancestry. This can lead to racist and nationalist mythologies, as for 

example Trigger (1984), Arnold (1990), McCann (1990) and Härke (1991) 

point out in their studies. The bonds that may be seen as the cohesive strength 

of the nation include language, a sense of common descent, sacred places, a 

shared religion and a consciousness of belonging to a lasting political entity 

(Hobsbawm 1990: 26-79). As these are changeable and ephemeral 

characteristics, it is crucial to provide material representations for them. 

Archaeological research and its presentation of material remains from the past 

can be seen as tangible representations for these characteristics.  

The importance of archaeology for the creation of a shared identity is 

closely connected with the ideas of archaeological cultures. These ideas shall 

therefore shortly be summarised. According to Shennan (1994: 5f.) an 

archaeological “culture” comes into being “as a result of the fact that people 

are living in different places”. Because they live in different places they 

develop different ways of life, which are represented in different material 

remains (and therefore archaeological evidence). These material remains form 

particular patterns that are classified into so-called archaeological “cultures”. 

Or, as Childe (1956: 123) points out: 

                                                 
15 How this became true in Ireland is shown in chapter 4 of this thesis. 
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“[…] a culture must be distinguished by a plurality of well-
defined diagnostic types that are repeatedly and exclusively 
associated with one another and, when plotted on a map, 
exhibit a recognizable distribution pattern […].” 
 

Therefore, archaeological “cultures” are constructed entities which are seen as 

“actors on the historical stage” (Shennan 1994: 5). As these actors are regarded 

as playing the same role in prehistory that known groups play in documentary 

history, they have been considered as “indicators of ethnicity” (op. cit.: 5f.). 

Therefore, archaeological “cultures” as indicators of the “self-conscious 

identification with a particular social group” (op. cit.: 6) also play a role in 

politics, as they are seen as a source for legitimating claims to territory and 

independent sovereignty. 

Long historical genealogies for contemporary ethnic and national groups 

strengthen the consciousness of identity of these groups and also provide 

political legitimisation for the present. Culture-historical archaeology has in 

many instances facilitated the construction of those genealogies.16 One of the 

main assumptions within the culture-historical approach says that cultural 

entities correlate with particular peoples. As Kossina, one of the pioneers of 

culture-history17 points out: “in all periods, sharply delineated archaeological 

culture areas coincide with clearly recognisable peoples or tribes” (cited in 

Malina & Vašiček 1990: 63). That this relationship between (archaeological) 

cultures and particular people is not that straightforward is shown by 

anthropological research, for example by Fardon (1987: 176 especially) and 

Handler (1988: 291 especially).  

In constructing group histories that reach deep into the past, the past is 

“selectively appropriated, remembered, forgotten and invented, but at the same 

time reproduced and naturalised in the popular consciousness” (Jones & 

Graves-Brown 1996: 6; see also Danforth 1993; Chapman, Mcdonald & 

Tonkin 1989: 5).  

                                                 
16 The culture-history paradigm was developed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. Its primarily assumption says that distinct distributions of material culture 
(‘archaeological cultures’) correlate with past people. It therefore represented a means of 
reconstructing the past in terms of the present and constituted the primary methodology for the 
description and classification of material remains. 
17 Kossina’s work is problematic, as its racialist and revanchist parts were used as justification 
for the expansionary politics of the National Socialists in Germany (Bernbeck 1997: 30). 
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The significance of archaeology for the construction of a cultural identity 

arose from the nineteenth century romantic nationalism in Europe. The interest 

in archaeological cultures and their cultural identification was used to confirm 

the history of the people and nation-states as reaching far back into the past, so 

that their emergence as political unities was legitimised (see for example 

Veit 1994, Smith 1988, Gellner 1987 and Muehlmann 1985). In this sense, the 

past can be used for the establishment of an authentic identity, and archaeology 

is the means by which this is done.  

However, in recent years the interest in the history of cultural entities has 

re-appeared in what has been called an “ethnic revival” (Smith 1981, cp. 

Gellner 1984). Smith (1988: 176) describes several elements in the re-

awakened interest in cultural identity which are linked to the ethnic past of 

nations:  

“[…] nostalgia for one’s ethnic past has become more acute and 
widespread and persistent in the modern era, with the decline of 
tradition and salvation religions. In this sense, ethnic nationalism 
becomes a ‘surrogate’ religion which aims to overcome the sense 
of futility engendered by the removal of any vision of an 
existence after death, by linking individuals to persisting 
communities whose generations form indissoluble links in a 
chain of memories and identities.” 
 

But the consideration of archaeological cultures as entities and therefore as 

useful concepts for the legitimate establishment of nation-states bears some 

problems: one of the first problems concerns the understanding of the 

meanings and uses of ethnic terminology by contemporary authors of the 

Roman and pre-Roman period, which are often regarded as a source for 

evidence of these archaeological “cultures”. Tacitus’ Germania for example 

was misused in this sense in late nineteenth century Germany: 

“Tacitus’ ‘Germania’, discovered in 1455, played an important 
role in the ethnocentric self-definition of the Germans. Fichte’s 
‘Talks to the German people’ of 1807-8 had a similar influence 
on a concern with ancestry and origins, especially the idea of a 
primaeval German people and of a primaeval language.” 
(Muehlmann 1985: 11). 
 

In the same way as Mosse (1966: 67) states that the Germans of Tacitus were 

the “Germans in their youth”, Boyce describes the “Celts of Ireland [as] the 

modern Irish nation in its youth” (Boyce 2004: 199). 
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But since archaeology has in most of the cases no evidence for the 

people’s self-conscious identifications, and ethnic identity largely refers to 

exactly this, the transfer of archaeological “cultures” to actual ethnic (or 

national) groups is highly problematic. Geary (1983: 16) for example has 

shown that ethnic labels used by early writers to describe people do not 

correspond necessarily to the present definition of self-conscious identity 

groups. 

As was argued above, material representations are needed in order to 

make ephemeral characteristics (which create a cohesive strength for the 

nation) tangible. Archaeological research can provide these representations by 

pointing to material remains from the past. In Ireland the Tara brooch and other 

jewellery from the Celtic past, as well as the round towers and high crosses, 

may be seen as such tangible representations.18  

Essays on the history and the culture of the Irish nation were printed in 

popular newspapers. One of the earliest examples of those newspapers is the 

Nation, a newspaper published in the 1840’s by the Young Irelanders. 

Newspapers like the Nation19 were spread among the population through the 

so-called “Repeal Reading Rooms”, which were founded in Ireland to give the 

widest possible access to national literature (Townend 2003: 19-23).  

The connection between archaeology and the establishment of a shared 

cultural identity is also demonstrated in a lecture delivered to the Young 

Ireland Society in Cork in 1885 by the nationalist William O’Brien. In his 

address The Irish National Idea, he pointed out that the archaeological remains 

of Ireland’s past represent the (still existing) Irish nation that is waiting to re-

emerge. The archaeological remains were presented as “sounds from the past” 

which linked the heroic people and events of Ireland’s past with the uprising 

Irish nation (O’Brien 1893: 7). As archaeological monuments were found 

throughout the whole island, they became a useful tool in the creation of a 

shared identity. 

Archaeology was thus used to promote a political message and to create 

a cultural identity for the Irish people in the effort to create the Irish nation and 

to integrate all Irish people within such a nation state. As Crooke (2000: 51) 

                                                 
18 See chapter 4.5. 
19 Other newspapers that included articles about Ireland’s early history were for example Irish 
Nation and Hibernia. 
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points out: “The archaeological remains were used to trigger the Irish mind to 

create the imagined nation”.20 

Even though ethnic labels used by early writers to describe other people 

do not correspond necessarily to the present definition of self-conscious 

identity groups (Geary 1983: 16), the connection and association between 

ancient people and identity groups (such as a nation state) was used by the 

cultural nationalists of Ireland in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. They might have been aware of the objection to this connection and 

association, but if that was the case, they ignored it successfully. On the 

contrary, in articles published in the Irish Nation in 1916, ideas of the ancient 

nature of the Celts as the bearers of Irishness were used as an inspiration. The 

nature of the Celtic heritage of the Irish was shown in articles like Was Ireland 

a Nation? The Celtic Race and Our Ancient History. In one of those articles the 

Celts are described as possessing  

“[t]he brains to evolve elaborate laws and establish great 
schools; the piety and courage to Christianise part of Pagan 
England and the continent; the ear to make entrancing music; 
the artistic mind that produced works on vellum and workers in 
metal, the beauty and perfection of whose works can be seen in 
the National Museum today; [and] the imagination to create 
marvellous Heroic literature. We walk down the steps of the 
centuries and salute great figures as we pass” (Irish Nation, 
August 1916). 
 

Irish archaeology was therefore used to provide the emerging Irish nation with 

confidence in its own history and culture. Archaeological remains play a 

precious part in the creation of cultural identity, as they evoke a previous time 

which, especially in the case of the Irish, included the idea of the noble Celt 

and a civilising influence in the Early Christian Period throughout Europe. The 

indigenous heritage of pre-colonial eras was valued by nationalist archaeology 

as an important and significant cornerstone of the nation’s authenticity and 

legitimacy (Lyons & Papadopoulos 2002: 2). It is therefore justified to point 

out that archaeology, as has been shown, can have an immense influence on the 

creation of cultural (and national) identity.  

                                                 
20 This was not only the case in Ireland. Champion (1996: 75) points out that archaeology“[…] 
served to provide Celts suitable to the needs of nineteenth-century Europe, whether that was 
for an artistic society in need of control, or for heroes and heroines to authenticate the 
aspirations of European nation states. […] The society of the Iron Age Celts was reconstructed 
as the wished-for prototype of nineteenth-century patriarchy and militarism.” 
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2.5 Symbols, representation and identity 

Theories concerning symbols and representation can provide helpful insights in 

the application of Celticness in Ireland. Firth identified a symbol as one thing 

representing or standing for another. He considered that the relationship 

between the symbol and that symbolised is that of the particular to the general 

and the concrete to the abstract (Firth 1973: 15f.). A lion for example 

symbolises courage. In this view a symbol may be called a concrete indication 

of abstract values (op. cit.: 54).  

Symbols are distinguished from signs by their articulation and 

presentation of concepts. While a sign calls attention to situations or objects, a 

symbol indicates the ideas behind the object (Langer 1953: 26). Firth considers 

signals as related to technical consequences, while symbols refer to more 

imprecise open sequences of events and experiences and often have a strong 

emotional attitude (Firth 1973: 65f.). 

Thus, a word or an image is symbolic when it implies something more 

than its obvious and immediate meaning. It has a wider unconscious aspect that 

is never precisely defined or fully explained. Nor can one hope to define or 

explain it. As the mind explores the symbol, it is led to ideas that lie beyond the 

grasp of reason. An example is how the wheel can lead the mind toward a 

concept of a divine sun (Jung 1964: 20-21).  

A symbol refers to an abstraction that cannot be fully articulated. Firth 

also describes symbols as instruments of communication. As instruments of 

communication their main function lies in the facilitation of communication 

(Firth 1973: 79). In the context of communication, symbols are moreover 

called “stores of meaning” and as such help to cope with problems of 

communication through time by helping to preserve memory while avoiding 

the necessity of reformulating ideas (op. cit.: 81). 

Symbols can be potent agents of both personal and social change. They 

can be powerful instruments in the creation and maintenance of collective 

identity, as in the case of national flags and anthems (Lewis 1977: 6). A change 

in established and recognized symbols is unlikely, as these symbols give a 

particular support “to the status and destiny of the society as a whole” 

(Firth 1973: 88). Symbols also enable us to imagine abstract entities like 
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nations and states and can “play important roles in the creation of emotionally 

charged bonds of social solidarity” (Morris 2005: 1). 

Maybe even more significant for the creation and maintenance of 

collective identity is representation. To represent means, in the definition of 

Williams (1976: 222f.),  

“making present: in the physical sense of representing oneself 
or another […] but also in the sense of making present in the 
mind. […] But a crucial extension also occurred in C14 [sic., 
the fourteenth century] when represent was used in the sense of 
‘symbolise’ or ‘stand for’. […] at this stage there was a 
considerable overlap between the sense (a) of making present 
to mind and the sense (b) of standing for something that is not 
present.” 
 

To represent something therefore means on the one hand to stand for 

something that is not actually there, but on the other hand also means “to make 

present anew” (de Coppet 1992: 65). This is what makes representation so 

important and significant in regard to cultural identity. Regarding identity, it is 

crucial to remember that every identity only exists if people are aware of it, if it 

has meaning and significance to them. Therefore it is necessary that every 

identity is represented permanently and continually to maintain its meaning. 

In the case of representation, de Coppet argues that there has been a shifting of 

meaning to the term, 

“which led the verb ‘to represent’ from the sense ‘to place 
before the eyes’ to the totally different senses of ‘to put in the 
place of’ or ‘to signify by an image’ (op. cit.: 65f.). 
 

But these two meanings do not necessarily stand in contradiction to one 

another. On the contrary they can be seen as interrelated, as something that is 

“put in the place of” something else and therefore signifies a particular 

meaning (using an image), also places this meaning before the eyes again and 

thus makes this meaning present anew. As humans act in a world that has been 

constructed symbolically,21 they need shared symbolic representations to 

interact and communicate successfully. 

                                                 
21 The symbolic representation of nation states is but one of the examples of this. As Morris  
points out, official symbols of the nations like a flag, an anthem and visual emblems to 
represent the nation on coins, state seals etc. are accompanied by “other national symbols and a 
variety of newly invented national traditions”. These traditions include language, dress, music, 
folklore, literature and architecture as part of the unique “way of life” of a nation. In the same 
way distinctive aspects of landscape became emblematic for a “national character” and history 
became a “source for symbols as national heroes and founding documents” (Morris 2005: 3). 
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Representation, as de Coppet suggests (op. cit.: 71) can therefore also be 

seen as “a creative social act” through which society as a social whole is 

constituted. As representation (in the sense of “make present anew”) is in some 

ways a means of creation and reinvention, it is also a means of power. In 

representing certain “facts”, these can be varied according to the purpose they 

are used for.  

The representation of symbols such as flags, coinage, anthems, uniforms, 

monuments and ceremonies reminds the members of a community of any given 

kind of their common heritage and cultural kinship. Therefore these symbols 

contribute to the strengthening and exaltation of their sense of a common 

cultural identity and belonging (Smith 1991: 16f.). In Ireland this can be seen 

in the frequent use of Celtic ornaments in very different domains of life, for 

example Celtic interlace ornaments on water main covers22, Celtic ornaments 

on logos23, Celtic interlace on shop-windows and walls24, but also just the use 

of the term “Celtic” in company-names (see chapter 5). 

Through the continuous representation of cultural identity (using the 

very symbols of this cultural identity), cultural identity maintains its meaning 

and significance – a statement that will be further explained in the concluding 

chapters of this thesis. 

 

 

2.6 The construction and application of cultural identity 

Ethnic myths can, according to Smith (1999: 9), be seen as an important and 

powerful factor in the creation of nations and nationalism. Myths, memories, 

traditions, and symbols of ethnic heritage, as well as the rediscovery and 

reinterpretation of the past, can be used by nationalist intelligentsias to 

reconstitute modern national identities (ibid.). Because cultural identity as 

defined above includes these myths, memories, traditions and symbols, it can 

be argued that cultural identity can be applied for different purposes, one of 

them being a nationalist one.  

                                                 
22 See plate 30. 
23 See plate 31. 
24 See plate 32. 
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According to the historical ethno-symbolism as described by Smith (op. 

cit.: 9-19), shared memories are an integral part of cultural identities and the 

cultivation of shared memories is essential to the survival and destiny of such 

identities (op. cit.: 9). In the case of Ireland, the reinvention of the Celtic past 

and the focus on Celtic mythology can be seen as such a cultivation of shared 

memories, in this case not so much for the survival of identity but for the 

creation of it. 

Through the invocation of the past and the re-establishment of the nation, 

the community shall be inspired to reach “higher stages of development” and to 

establish a collective identity that is “created from myths and legends” 

(Hutchinson 1987: 9f.).  

By reaching back into the ethnic past, authentic materials for a distinct 

modern nation shall be attained and “descent from a once great nation” claimed 

(op. cit.: 30). Therefore, the national intelligentsias can be seen as “political 

archaeologists” who want to “reconstruct a modern nation in the image of the 

past” (Smith 1999: 12). Memories of a Golden Age are seen as one of the 

starting-points for the establishment of cultural continuities and help to 

overcome interruptions in the cultural continuity through conquest, 

colonisation, migration and assimilation (ibid.). What makes a community 

distinct and unique are its shared myths, memories, symbols, values and 

traditions and the consciousness of being “ancestral related, culturally distinct, 

and linked to a particular historic homeland” (op. cit.: 14). 

To discover their identity, ethnic communities and nations trace their 

origins back to the remote past (op. cit.: 60). In tracing their origins, what count 

are not (real or alleged) blood ties, but a “spiritual kinship”. Thus the heroic 

spirit and the heroes of the Golden Age are recreated and the persistence of 

certain kinds of “virtue”, or other qualities, is seen as evidence of this kinship 

(op. cit.: 58). 

As Smith points out, since the eighteenth century there have been 

frequent appeals made by “ethnic spokesmen” to their alleged ancestry and 

histories. These were made in the course of struggles for independence, rights 

and recognition, and the thereby rediscovered or invented myths of origin and 
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descent have been used by writers and artists to recreate the events, atmosphere 

and heroic examples of remote eras (op. cit.: 60).25  

Important for this kind of application of cultural identity is the use of 

archaeological studies, as the products of archaeological and antiquarian 

research can be used in political campaigns to provide “[i]cons around which to 

form a mass identification” (Crooke 2000: 49). As can be seen in essays, 

political speeches and newspaper articles written by nationalist leaders, 

references to artefacts and archaeological sites are frequently used to create a 

heroic past and an “imagined space of the nation” (ibid.). 

Hence, traditions can be invented to serve particular interests and in this 

regard can even become commodities26. These traditions can survive and 

prosper as part of the cultural identity of a nation or a region, but they will only 

do so if they are made permanent and persistent and linked to a past that 

reaches far back and thus creates “heritage”. These invented traditions must 

also elicit a response in most parts of the population in order to survive 

(Smith 1990: 178). The use and application of cultural identity can therefore 

only be successful if it can be presented as continuous with a valued past – in 

the case of Ireland the Celtic past or the Golden Age (see Hobsbawm & 

Ranger 1983). 

Smith speaks of a “process of ‘vernacular mobilization’ and ‘cultural 

politicization’” as one of the most common methods for the formation of 

nations. This formation requires the emergence of an intelligentsia that can 

mobilize the community “on the basis of a rediscovered ethno-history and 

vernacular culture”. The discovery of a convincing cultural base for the 

formation of the nation is one of the factors on which the success of such a 

process relies. The creation of a rich and comprehensive cultural identity, 

based on an ethno-history that is as fully documented as possible, a widely 

spoken vernacular language, common customs and religion are important 

                                                 
25 An example other than the Irish one is the research undertaken into Finnish folklore by 
scholars like Lönnrot. This research flourished as the Finnish nationalist movement grew and 
played a significant role in the development of a national identity and in the process of nation-
building. This was largely due to Lönnrot’s publication of the Kalevala in 1835, a compilation 
of Finnish folk poetry which was announced to be the national epic. Research focussing on 
Finnish folklore and Finnish culture assumed great significance at a time when Finland was not 
yet a political state. A further example is the case of Wales (also not a political state), where 
much attention, according to Morgan (1983: 98), was paid to “the recovery of the past and, to 
where the past was found wanting, to its invention”. 
26 For the commoditisation of cultural identity see chapter 6. 
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factors for the viability of the future nation state (Smith 1990: 183).27 Lost 

epics and forgotten heroes are also counted in the basis for the establishment 

and eventual application and utilisation of cultural identity (see 

Hutchinson 1987: 10; Branch 1985: Introduction). 

A common past was often created in rising nation states by the 

intellectuals. This past became part of a shared identity that was used to create 

history in order to legitimize and support the present. This shaping of the past 

was done by taking advantage of existing scholarly subjects. Subjects such as 

history, comparative linguistics, archaeology, sociology, anthropology, 

ethnology and folklore studies were among the most frequently used 

(Vento 1992: 82). 

Branch (as cited in Vento 1992: 83) speaks in this regard of a process of 

mystification and provides the following as stages involved in this process: 

1. The creation of a national past and its treatment as an historical truth 

which is morally justified; 

2. a period of political action; 

3. a phase of institutionalization. 

The first phase is characterised by the transformation of old myths and 

saints into national heroes as well as the promotion of ancient chronicles and 

epics as examples of a “creative national genius”. Areas of great achievement 

in the past are represented in this phase as the Golden Age of the nation and 

“ethnicity is nationalized” (Smith 1990: 184; compare Seton-Watson 1977: 

chapters 2-4; Smith 1988: chapter 8). 

Thus de Blacam (1921: 21-31), aiming to explain the goals and requests 

of Sinn Féin, shows how the Irish nation came into being with the “‘Milesian’ 

invasion” into Ireland that created the “historic Gaels” (op. cit.: 23). He also 

claims that the Gaelic culture had assimilated all the pre-Celtic elements in 

Ireland (op. cit.: 26). De Blacam also names the Golden Age of Ireland as the 

sixth to the eleventh centuries, a time in which “[…] the Celtic, instead of the 

Roman, form of Christianity would prevail in Europe” (op. cit.: 27) and shows 

how this Celtic Christianity was brought to Europe by Irish missionaries 

(ibid.). This “Golden Age of Gaelic culture” was then interrupted first by the 

                                                 
27 With regard to the vernacular language the rediscovery and reinforced teaching of the Irish 
language is an important factor in this process, even though Irish cannot be regarded as 
vernacular language in most parts of Ireland. 
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“Norse incursions” starting in the ninth century and later by the “Anglo-

Norman invasion” (op. cit.: 28). 

The Celtic past as part of the cultural identity of the Irish was therefore 

applied in the process of the Independence movement of the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth century. The ways in which this happened will be shown in 

chapter 4 of this study. However, the application of cultural identity changes 

through time and is used in different ways nowadays, as will be shown in 

chapter 5.  

For the application of cultural identity different factors of this identity 

can be used in different contexts. As Hutchinson points out, there were three 

ethnic revivals in Ireland that tried to use the Gaelic past of Ireland as a 

constituting moment for the development of a unique cultural identity. Doing 

this, the three revivals looked to different aspects of the Gaelic past 

(Hutchinson 1987: 49).28  

The construction and application of cultural identity appears not only in 

times of social and political change as in the case of the use of the Celtic past 

in the Independence movement in Ireland, but it is most likely to appear in 

such times.29 This form of application of cultural identity can be described by 

the term “culturalism” as used by Appadurai (1996: 15). Culturalism as used 

by Appadurai describes “the conscious mobilization of cultural differences in 

the service of a larger national or transnational politics” (ibid.). Culturalism is 

characterized by a high degree of self-consciousness about identity, culture and 

heritage – which are all part of the vocabulary of culturalist movements – and 

by the mobilization of cultural material (ibid.). 

But the Celticness of Ireland can also be used in contexts other than the 

one of culturalist movements. Since Ireland’s economy is heavily dependent on 

tourism (Brett 1996: 2), tourism is one of the main fields in which the 

instrumentation of cultural identity can be observed. Archaeological sites are 

part of this and are of special importance, as they remained in many cases 

relatively undisturbed and entered the popular consciousness. Among other 

things, these sites have led to the claim that Ireland has special access to Celtic 

                                                 
28 For further explanations to the cultural nationalism in Ireland see chapter 4. 
29 This is not only the case fort he construction of an Irish identity, but, as Dietler (1994: 587-
593) shows, Celtic identity was also used in the construction of French nationalism. 
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heritage, and this has become a very profitable “cultural commodity” (op. cit.: 

3).  

This cultural commodity can be seen in invented or even manufactured 

traditions which serve particular class or ethnic interests. But these “invented 

traditions” (Hobsbawm 1983) will only be able to survive and flourish as part 

of the repertoire of a national culture. They have to be made continuous with a 

much longer past – a past that members of that community presume to consider 

as their heritage (Smith 1990: 178). In order to survive and flourish it is 

furthermore necessary that cultural identity – once it is constructed or 

reinvented – is continually represented. 

 

 

2.7 The terms Celt and Celtic 

”To many, perhaps to most people outside the small company of 
the great scholars, past and present, ‘Celtic’ of any sort is […] a 
magic bag, into which anything may be put, and out of which 
almost anything may come. […] Anything is possible in the 
fabulous Celtic twilight [...]” (Tolkien 1963: 29f.). 

Although Tolkien states this in a linguistic and philological context, it seems 

that this assertion is also highly appropriate in a more general sense. As Sims-

Williams points out “[t]he terms ‘Celt’ and ‘Celtic’ have become a 

battleground” (Sims-Williams 1998: 1). Today a basketball-team in Boston as 

well as a soccer-team in Scotland use the term “Celtic” in their names, and it is 

also used to describe a certain type of music, art and literature (cp. 

Dietler 1994: 585). So what can be understood by the term “Celt” or “Celtic”? 

In general, there exist three different basic meanings of the terms Celt and 

Celtic. 

The first meaning refers to the scripts of ancient ethnographers. Here the 

term “Celts” (Keltoí, Kéltai and Galátai in Greek, Celtae and Galli in Latin) 

describes different peoples of Central-Europe, which came into contact with 

Greeks and Romans since the sixth century BC.30 It is possible that the Celts 

were known under this name as early as in the sixth century BC in the scripts 

                                                 
30 For a more detailed summary of ancient information about the Celts see Dobesch 1991: 35-
41; Kremer & Urban 1993: 15-22; Rankin 1995: 21-33 and Freeman 1996. 
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of Hekataeus of Miletus, which are preserved only in fragment. The first 

reliable record of the name comes from the historian Herodotus, who lived in 

the fifth century BC and who localises the Celts at the sources of the Danube. 

Further information concerning the Celts is given by Polybios in the second 

century BC and Posidonios in the first century BC (preserved only as 

quotations and borrowings in scripts of the historian Diodorus of Sicily (first 

century BC) and the geographer Strabo (first century BC / first century AD)) 

(Maier 2000: 13).  

But it is worth noting that terms like Keltoí and Kéltai did not describe a 

certain people but were used to denote barbarians who lived to the north and 

west of the Greek ‘civilised’ world. This is clearly stated by Strabo, who noted 

in his work The Geography (IV.I.14) that the inhabitants of the hinterland of 

Marseille (a Greek colony at this time) were called “Celts”, but that this name 

was simply projected onto all the barbarian peoples of north-western Europe. 

As Stokes pointed out, the word Keltoí has close relations to terms in other 

Indo-European languages meaning ‘foreigner’ or ‘enemy’ (Stokes 1894; cp. 

Rankin 1987: 2). 

There is also no evidence that the people who had been denoted with 

these terms accepted them as a self-appellation (despite one passage in 

Caesar’s Bello Gallico mentioning that the Galli are called Celtae in their own 

language31), nor that there was a shared and uniform “Celtic” language. But 

from the scripts of many modern writers it seems as if the “Celts” of early 

Europe knew that they were Celts, what it meant to be a Celt and where the 

borders of the Celtic lands were (Chapman 1992: 30f.). Particularly in the case 

of the ancient Greek authors this name is also used to describe peoples which 

are today general called “Germans”.32 Furthermore, none of the ancient authors 

used the term “Celts” to denominate the inhabitants of the British Isles or 

Ireland (Maier 2000:13, cp. James 1999: 17). The distinctiveness between 

Celts and Germans is described by Caesar for the first time. By the middle of 

the first century BC he describes the Celts in contrast to the Germans (Bello 

Gallico 6, 11-24). But in general it can be said that all ethnographical 

                                                 
31 “[…] qui ipsorum lingua Celtae, nostra Galli appellantur” (Bello Gallico 1, 1). 
32 The ethnic differentiation of early Greek writers is described in detail by Chapman 1992: 
35ff. Particularly for the differentiation between Germans and Celts he points out: “The Greeks 
made no distinction between Celts and Germans, […]” (Chapman 1992: 39). 
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descriptions made by the ancient authors give only schematic indications of the 

Celts. Furthermore it is necessary to take into account that the people who were 

called “Celts” by the ancient authors had significance as military opponents for 

the Greeks and Romans in the first place. Therefore the descriptions of Celts, 

Germans and other people by Greek and Roman writers are not objective 

ethnographical works but almost always have some legitimising purpose. The 

use of the term Celt in the case of the ancient ethnographers, historians and 

geographers therefore cannot be equated with an “ethnic group” or “culture” in 

the modern social anthropological sense.33 

The second meaning of the term “Celtic” is a linguistic one. It refers to a 

branch of the Indo-European languages. The identification of people in Ireland, 

Scotland or elsewhere as being Celts is the product of nineteenth-century 

historical philology, which recognized linguistic links between modern Irish 

Gaelic, Scottish Gaelic, Welsh, Breton and Manx (language of the Isle of Man) 

and ancient Celtic languages of continental Europe (Dietler 1994: 585; cp. 

Prichard 1857, Zeuss 1853). This led to the philological reconstruction of 

Celtic Europe, which was almost entirely based on early medieval sources from 

Western Europe (Fitzpatrick 1996: 242). As language was seen as a major 

expression of both individual and collective identity (Johnson 1997: 177), the 

existence of Celtic languages was regarded as an identifying factor for Celtic 

people and places and therefore these languages were regarded as links to 

ancient civilisations and cultures (Kneafsey 2002: 125). 

The first writings which can give linguistic evidence from Celtic areas 

were almost all in Latin or Greek, and therefore the main sources for early 

Celtic language are the Celtic names of places and people in Greek and Latin 

texts (Chapman 1992: 7). These become more frequent in the first century BC 

with the Roman expansion into Gaul. This might be the reason why Gallic is 

the earliest Celtic language having attested forms and also the only continental 

Celtic language that is preserved in fragments at least. All other evidence for 

early Celtic languages comes from the insular “Celts”34. Gallic was spoken by 

                                                 
33 According to Barth, one of the important criteria for the identification of an ethnic group is 
the self-ascription of its members (Barth 1969: 15). For a definition of the terms “ethnic group” 
and “ethnicity” see for example Ganter 1995: 56-68.  
34 I use the term insular “Celts” here although there is much evidence that the inhabitants of the 
British Isles and Ireland never spoke as “Celts” of themselves before the eighteenth century. 
For the invention of insular “Celticness” see James 1999: 44-66 particularly. 
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the inhabitants of Gaul at the time of the Roman invasion in the middle of the 

first century BC. The longest text that is preserved in Gallic is the so-called 

“Coligny-Calendar” which was found in 1897 in Coligny, Dept. Ain in 

Southeast-France – supposedly an instrument of druidic astronomy (op. cit.: 8). 

The modern Celtic languages are divided into two parts, described as p-

Celtic and q-Celtic. Modern p-Celtic languages are Welsh and Breton, modern 

q-Celtic languages are Irish (Irish-Gaelic) and Scottish (Scottish-Gaelic) (op. 

cit.: 8-13). Celtic Studies as an academic discipline are mainly based on the 

study of “all linguistic utterances of the Celtic peoples from ancient times to 

the present day” (Maier 1997: 66). 

The third meaning of the term “Celt” or “Celtic” is the archaeological 

one. In archaeology, every image of early Celtic Europe is based upon a quite 

all-embracing lack of knowledge, even if there are numerous well-illustrated 

books concerning the Celts that suggest the opposite.35 As Evans points out:  

“The quest for the origin of […] the Celtic […] peoples brings 
us face to face with what we can only describe, if we are 
honest, as problems of profound obscurity” (Evans 1980-1982: 
233). 

According to commonly accepted archaeological and/ or linguistic criteria, the 

Celts might have emerged in the first half of the first millennium BC, but there 

is no agreement on the exact proceeding of this emergence (Chapman 1992: 6).  

Antiquarians of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries accredited 

almost all material findings and monuments of pre-Roman periods to the Celts, 

but from the nineteenth century onwards it became more common to describe 

only those of the late Iron Age, the so-called La Tène Period (c. 450 BC till 15 

BC) as “Celtic”.36 Until today it is quite common to identify the bearers of the 

La Tène Culture37 as the Celts known to ancient ethnographers (Maier 2000: 

15).  

As can be seen from the above, the terms “Celt” and “Celtic” have 

different meanings in different contexts. What has to be borne in mind is that 

the term “Celt” never stood for the ethnic, linguistic, or cultural homogeneity 

                                                 
35 As an example the books of Norton-Taylor (1974) and Delaney (1986) may be taken. 
36 The La Tène Period is named after an archaeological site on the northern edge of Lake 
Neuchâtel in Switzerland that was identified by the amateur archaeologist Hansli Kopp in 
1857.  
37 “Culture” is here used in the archaeological meaning of the word, not in the anthropological 
one. 
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of a people (Champion 1996: 63). But even though it is a construction of the 

early modern period, the word is still widely used to describe Ireland, as well 

as Scotland, Cornwall, Wales, the Isle of Man and Brittany (Payton 2000: 111). 

In Ireland the Celtic past became the focus of interest at the end of the 

eighteenth century as a concomitant of Romanticism. Thus scholars began to 

study the old manuscripts and antiquities which had survived from this remote 

past. Among these scholars were Petrie, Hardiman, O’Donovan and O’Curry 

(Dillon 1954: 8).38 

But even if the terms Celtic and Celt provide some difficulties, there are 

still scholars believing in “a living Celtic continuum existing for almost three 

thousand years” (O’Driscoll 1982a: XIV). So the term Celtic is also a 

description for a modern state, as for example Dudley Edwards (1968: 10) uses 

it when he says that “Ireland may be the only independent Celtic state today”. 

So here is a fourth meaning of the term Celt – used to describe a modern nation 

state that has a Celtic past. This meaning would then be linked with a particular 

way of living. Demarco (1982: 519f.) for example sees  

“the Celt as the representative of all the peripheral and 
rejected cultures created out of the European experience 
and as being the European equivalent of the Hopi, the 
Apache, and the Aztec.”  
 

For him, the term Celtic is seen as a description for alternative cultures. In a 

comparable sense the term is used by Dara Molloy, who uses the term to 

describe a particular form of spirituality, what he calls “indigenous 

spirituality”. This spirituality is in this case the Celtic spirituality, as he claims 

for himself a Celtic identity that is mainly connected with the Celtic past and 

tradition of Ireland.39 

The difficulties that accompany the description of things “Celtic” in 

Ireland were recognized as early as 1953, when David Greene, in a lecture 

broadcast on the 1st of November by Radio Éireann, talked about the problem 

“of using the word Celt in any racial sense” (Greene 1954b: 79). He therefore 

demanded a rejection of the term Celts and called for the use of the term Gaels 

                                                 
38 For a more detailed discussion of this “rediscovery” of the Celtic past see chapter 4. 
39 Interview with Dara Molloy on the 10th of September 2004. 
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instead (op. cit.: 81).40 But even if the definition of the exact meaning of the 

term Celtic bears some problems, the statement of Renfrew (1996: 128) that 

“[…] the ‘Celts’ never existed in any meaningful sense” must be objected to. 

As in the case of the Irish, the term Celt did have a meaning in the upcoming 

cultural nationalism of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as well 

as today. One aim of this study is to clearly demonstrate such a meaning, and 

the widespread influence it has. 

The term “Celtic peoples” is also defined as “those people who, at one 

time or another in the past, were speakers of languages in the Celtic group” (De 

Paor 1982: 121). De Paor goes on to say that today, according to this 

definition, the Celtic peoples “consist of some of the people of Brittany, some 

of the people of Wales, and a handful of people scattered in tiny isolated 

communities along parts of the west coasts of Ireland and Scotland” (op. cit.: 

121). According to this definition, only those people in Ireland who are 

speakers of the Irish language would be defined as Celts – a definition that can 

easily be proven wrong, as in Ireland the self-definition of being Celtic is not 

necessarily connected with one’s ability to speak Irish.41 

In relation to Celtic identities an important term is “Celticism”, which is 

defined by the Celtic scholar Leerssen as 

“[…] not the study of the Celts and their history, but rather 
the study of their reputation and of the meanings and 
connotations ascribed to the term ‘Celtic’. To the extend 
that ‘Celtic’ is an idea with a wide and variable application, 
Celticism becomes a complex and significant issue in the 
European history of ideas: the history of what people 
wanted that term to mean” (Leerssen 1996b: 3). 
 

The term “Celticism” was introduced in analogy to the concept of 

“Orientalism” that was introduced by Said. Orientalism, as described by Said, 

means the construction of the East by the West – a construction that shows a 

unilateral, biased, discriminatory image of the Orient, which is shown as an 

exotic and erotic place. This image was created over a long period of time by 

studies concerning the Orient, travel literature and light fiction, colonial 

supremacy and fascination, and is manifested in the imagination of Americans 

                                                 
40 The terms Celt and Gael are used interchangeable in a huge part of the literature. As 
Comerford (2003: 70) points out, the term Celt was used from the late 1840’s “as a synonym 
for Gaelic Irish”. 
41 This was expressed in a number of interviews. 
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and Europeans to the present day (Said 1994: 1-28). Just as in Orientalism the 

West dominates the East, or Europe dominates the Orient, in Celticism the 

“non-Celtic” cultures dominate the Celtic cultures – a hierarchy that was used 

to legitimate British rule in Ireland. 

Images of Celts and Celticness have not only emerged in the so-called 

modern “Celtic nations” (Ireland, Scotland, Wales, Brittany, Cornwall and the 

Isle of Man). The archaeologist James uses the term “Atlantic Celts” to 

describe people who are considered to be, or consider themselves as being, 

modern Celts, mainly in a geographical sense as living on the “Atlantic façade” 

of Europe (James 1999: 19). Due to migration, many people claiming “Celtic” 

ancestry nowadays also live on the other side of the Atlantic in America (both 

north and south), so that the term “Atlantic Celts” can be used to refer to these 

people as well. There is also a “Celtic Diaspora” in Australia and New 

Zealand, so that it seems appropriate when Leerssen (1996b: 20) speaks about 

Celticism as “a multi-genre, multination phenomenon”.  

This is also emphasised by the fact that there existed a tendency in 

eighteenth-century Britain among antiquarians “to declare all prehistoric 

structures as ‘Celtic’ or ‘Druidic’. In the following centuries European 

archaeologists from different nations focused on different specific aspects of 

Celtic culture to pursue their purposes. Hence Celts were alternately shown as 

artists, warriors or resistance fighters (Bowman 2003: 120). 

These are the three meanings the term Celt and Celtic have in a scientific 

context, but as there are also non-scientific contexts, the next chapter will 

provide a short overview of the different images of Celticness and the different 

discourses of Celtic identity. 

 

 

2.7.1 Images of Celticness 

Related to the terms Celt and Celtic is the term Celticness, which is used in the 

literature in a variety of contexts. Celticness in any case must be seen as 

comprising many different elements; it includes on the one hand the visible 

characteristics of the concrete and the verbally expressed, and on the other 

hand it is also composed of invisible underlying associations and abstract 
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interpretations. One of the meanings of Celticness is related to the so-called 

Celtic period of Irish history and its heritage. Here Celticness is related to the 

rich and colourful cultural life that is preserved in Celtic art and design, for 

example in the Irish script as seen in the Book of Kells, and the tradition of 

music, song and dance as well as storytelling. This form of Celticness was 

cherished mainly by the historiography of the nineteenth century and the Celtic 

revival. The foundation of the Gaelic League added the Irish language (Gaelic) 

to this pattern and gave the language further significance. The tradition of 

storytelling characterised Celticness further and linked it to the mythological 

heritage of Celtic heroes like Cú Chulainn and the Otherworld – a major theme 

in the Irish Literary Revival. The Gaelic Athletic Association (re-)introduced 

the wild Celtic sports such as hurling as a further element of Celticness and as 

a sharp contrast to the English popular culture, which was extended through the 

political movement of the early twentieth century (see chapter 4). 

Elements that are traditionally related to Celticness are the wild, pagan, 

“uncivilised”, uncontrollable and impulsive character of the pre-Christian 

Celts. Their pride and natural strength as well as their sense of freedom were 

an ideal basis for the revivals of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

Important images of Celticness are also contained in the traditional love for 

land and place that is seen as a characteristic of the Celts, and their concern 

with ancestors and the past (for example the admiration of burial mounds 

which are seen as the dwelling places of the sidhe – the fairy folk). 

The form of society that is connected with Celticness is a very local and 

community-related one with strong internal bonds. This strong community has 

on the other hand the ability to include, enclose and embrace foreign influences 

to combine them together with the “old” characteristics to a new amalgam of 

cultural traits that is still Celtic at its core. 

The ability and power of imagination, idealism and emotionalism, the 

belief in the supernatural and the tendency towards superstition are features of 

Celticness that were especially admired by Synge, Yeats and other writers of 

the Irish Literary Revival. Combined together, complementing and 

supplementing one another, these elements paint a picture of Celticness that is 

more than the sum of its parts.  
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3 General information and historical background 

3.1 Geographical and demographical information about Ireland 

The island of Ireland is situated in the extreme north-west of Europe between 

51 and 55 degrees north latitude and between 5 and 10 degrees west longitude. 

The Irish Sea separates Ireland from Britain to the east. The total size of the 

island is 84.421 km², 70.282 km² of it belonging to the Republic of Ireland and 

the other 14.139 km² belonging to Northern Ireland, which is part of the United 

Kingdom. The greatest length of the island is 486 km and the greatest width is 

275 km. The coastline is over 3.000 km long. With c370 km length, the 

Shannon is the longest river and Lough Neagh is the largest lake, covering 396 

km². The highest mountain, Carrantuohill (1.040 metres) is part of 

Macgillicuddy’s Reeks (Institute of Public Administration 1998: 438). 

The majority of the population are Catholic (92%), only 3% are 

Protestants. Around 4 Million inhabitants are living in the Republic of Ireland. 

Capital and seat of the government is Dublin, situated on the East coast of the 

island on the River Liffey. Irish is officially the first national language before 

English, but is spoken as a vernacular only in the Gaeltacht regions, which are 

mainly in the West of the island. It was one of the first deeds of the 

government of the young Republic in 1949 to change the language-policy and 

reintroduce Irish as official language of the state and as compulsory subject in 

the schools (Weber 2004: 2). 

Ireland is divided into provinces, the Irish word for provinces being 

cúige, which means fifths. This may indicate that there was a time when 

Ireland was divided into five provinces and not just the present four. Today’s 

four provinces are Ulster (Ulaid), Connacht (Connachta), Munster (Mumu) and 

Leinster (Lagin). Meath (Mide) may have been the fifth province. Ulster 

contains the counties of Donegal, Derry, Antrim, Tyrone, Down, Fermanagh, 

Monaghan, Armagh, and Cavan. Of these Cavan, Monaghan, and Donegal 

belong to the Republic of Ireland, whereas Derry, Antrim, Tyrone, Down, 

Fermanagh and Armagh constitute Northern Ireland (Dudley Ewans 1986: 16).  

Among the legendary persons or groups most prominently associated 

with Ulster are King Conchubar (also Conchobar, Conor mac Nassa), the hero 

Cú Chulainn (also Cú Chulaind, Cuchulain), the warriors Conall Cernach and 
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Leogaire Buadach, the troublemaker Bricriu Nemthenga (Bricriu of the 

poisonous tongue) and Fergus, the foster father of Cú Chulainn. 

Munster (Mumu) contains the counties of Limerick, Tipperary, Clare, 

Kerry, Waterford and Cork. The legendary persons and groups most associated 

with Munster are Fionn mac Cumhal and his Fianna as well as King Cormac 

mac Art. 

Leinster (Lagin) includes the counties of Louth, Westmeath, Meath, 

Dublin, Longford, Laois, Offaly, Kildare, Carlow, Wexford, Wicklow and 

Kilkenny. It is, like Munster, scene for the Fionn Cycle and therefore shares the 

same legendary persons. The Hill of Allen in County Kildare, near Naas, is 

according to myth the site of the camp of Fionn and his Fianna. 

Connacht (Connachta) consists of the counties of Mayo, Sligo, Leitrim, 

Roscommon and Galway. The legendary persons or groups of this province 

include King Ailill and Queen Medb as well as their daughter Findabair. 

According to the Ulster Cycle, the people of Connacht are the enemies of the 

Ulaid.42 

Meath (Mide), the possible fifth province, seems to have contained of 

today’s counties Meath and Westmeath. The ancient capital was Temuir (Tara) 

and the dynasty associated with it is the one of the Uí Néill. In addition to the 

ancient site of Tara (known as the site of the high kings of Ireland), this 

province included the passage graves of New Grange (Bruig na Bóinde), 

Knowth and Dowth. These are regarded with awe in the ancient legends 

concerning the Ulaid as well as in the Mythological Cycle.43 

 

 

3.2 Ireland before the Normans 

In order to understand the construction and application of a Celtic cultural 

identity it is crucial to give a brief summary of the historical circumstances that 

led to the creation of the Irish Free State in 1922 and later to the Republic of 

Ireland. 

                                                 
42 As described for example in An Táin Bó Cuailnge (The Cattle Raid of Cooley). 
43 For the division of the Celtic myths in different “Cycles” see chapter 4.3. 
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The first humans arrived from the continent about ten thousand years 

ago, but of these, little evidence remains (Lydon 1999: 1). From the settled 

communities that followed – domesticating animals and growing crops – more 

permanent houses, burial places and religious sites survived. Many of these, 

like the megalithic tombs, can still be seen in Ireland today. The most famous 

is probably the great monument in Newgrange, built around 2500 BC (ibid.). 

Of the secular and religious institutions of these settled people little is known, 

and what is known comes from much later literary sources.  

After the arrival of these first settlers, Ireland was conquered by a people 

nowadays identified as Celts. Even though it is not known for certain when this 

Celtic conquest took place, many scholars date it into the second half of the 

first millennium BC (Ó Corráin 2000: 1).44 The last of these Celtic newcomers 

were the Gaels, who brought with them their Gaelic culture45, a rich oral 

history and a complex and sophisticated legal system. So even if Ireland 

became inhabited by different populations, the Celts are said to be the ones 

who have influenced the society the most (Ross 1998: 9). 

Writing, apart from the Ogham alphabet that was used mainly for 

inscriptions in stone, only arrived with the coming of Christianity in the fifth 

century AD.46 The sending of Palladius as the first bishop to Ireland in 431 AD 

is at the same time the first recorded date in Irish history. However, it is not 

Palladius who is remembered as the one who brought Christianity to Ireland, 

but Patrick, who became the national saint (Lydon 1999: 2f.). With the coming 

of writing the Irish found a means of a written record of their own history. 

They wrote this history down as “a series of invasions going back to the time 

of Noah’s flood” (McMahon 1996: 6). 

Even though these invasions are mythical, they are seen to reflect a folk 

memory of actual immigration and assimilation. According to these many 

invasions and assimilations, “[t]he Irish must be among the most 

heterogeneous peoples, yet they behave politically and culturally as if the 

precise opposite were true” (Stewart 2001: 56). The special position the Celts 

                                                 
44 The problems arising with the terms „Celt“ and „Celtic“ in relation to Ireland are widely 
discussed in recent studies, as for example the ones by Chapman 1992 and James 1999. 
Nevertheless, in the presentation of the Irish history in general, the “Celts” play a significant 
role. 
45 As the Gaels are a Celtic tribe, in general there is no difference made between Celts and 
Gaels in Ireland, and the terms are interchangeable (cp. Stewart 2001: 56). 
46 For more detailed information about the Ogham script see for example Connolly 2000. 
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hold among these different invading peoples may be caused because they were 

the first invaders of the most recent ones, followed by Vikings, Normans, 

English and Scots. Furthermore, they are the first of which there is written 

evidence, which may also give them a particularly high value.  

An origin legend, which is dated in the seventh century AD and which 

was later included in the twelfth century Lebor Gábála Érenn (The Book of the 

Conquests of Ireland, also referred to as Book of Invasions) provided an 

ancestor for the Irish in Míl of Spain, a Celt and at the same time an alleged 

descendant of Noah (Lydon 1999: 27f.). The great prose and verse epic Táin 

Bó Cuailgne (“The cattle raid of Cooley”) also dates in the twelfth century. It 

tells of the struggle between Queen Medb of Connacht and King Conchubar of 

Ulster and the deeds of Cú Chulainn, “the greatest of the northern heroes” (op. 

cit.: 8, 40).47 

In pre-Christian Ireland society was hierarchical. Within this hierarchical 

structure the poets (filidh) were seen on the same level as jurists, artists and 

scholars, set between those of nobles and free commoners. Poetry, traditional 

lore and storytelling were treated with high respect (op. cit.: 11).  

When Christianity was firmly established, it is possible to associate 

certain dynasties with particular parts of Ireland, which was formerly covered 

by hundred or more tuatha (petty kingdoms). The fifth century saw the coming 

of larger groupings which were recognized in laws which described different 

grades of kingship. The smallest political unit was the tuath, whose king (rí), 

stood under the overlordship of a higher ranked king (ruire). Above the ruire 

was a still higher king, the rí ruirech. Before the coming of the Vikings some 

strong lineages tried to subdue the provincial rulers and strong dynasties 

emerged. Within these different lineages and dynasties there was no uniformity 

which could finally lead into permanent over-kingdoms or a kingdom which 

could provide a ‘high king’ of Ireland, as later tradition told (ibid.).  

The “high-kingship” of Ireland, in the form of a king who had authority 

over the whole island, has been much discussed.48 An institution such as a high 

king implies a certain consciousness of unity, which may be partly provided 

                                                 
47 The significance of the Celtic mythology for the establishment of a distinct cultural identity 
will be discussed in chapter 4, which will also give an overview of the different mythological 
cycles. 
48 To the discussion about the high kings of Ireland see for example Comerford 2003: 19; Kelly 
1988: 18; Byrne 1973: 254 and Etchingham 1996: 131f. 
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due to the uniting of all the dynasties and peoples by descent from a single set 

of ancestors, as provided in the Lebor Gábála. The Uí Néill as the most 

powerful dynasty in Ireland had been the only dynasty to claim to be overkings 

over large areas of Ireland effectively and thereby “grabbed the title ‘king of 

Tara’” (Ó Corráin 2000: 27f.). Tara was said to be the seat of the high kings of 

Ireland, even though little is known about the real significance of Tara in Irish 

history (Comerford 2003: 19f.). 

The Viking raids, which began in the eighth century AD, added to the 

struggles between the different dynasties within Ireland. The Vikings came 

mainly from today’s Norway and first limited their raids to “hit-and run 

incidents by small, fast-moving, sea-borne forces that appeared and 

disappeared quickly” (Ó Corráin 2000: 31f.). But in 836 AD the first inland 

raid took place, followed by the building of defended sites where they wintered 

for the first time in 841/842 AD (op. cit.: 33). From these defended sites 

Ireland’s first towns developed, among them Dublin, Waterford, Cork and 

Limerick, and they also established a trading economy for the island.49 The 

Vikings became an additional factor in the inner wars of the Irish kingships, 

but eventually the Irish united under Brian Boru and defeated the Vikings in 

the Battle of Clontarf in 1014 (Stewart 2001: 58).  

With the death of Brian Boru in the Battle of Clontarf, the short unity of 

Irish dynasties had an end and the period between the expulsion of the Vikings 

and the coming of the Normans was once more marked by dynastic struggles 

(McMahon 1996: 35). 

 

 

3.3 The Norman invasion 

The Normans first landed in England in 1066 and came to Ireland about a 

century later. The landing of the Normans in Ireland is taken by Irish 

nationalists as the beginning of “the eight centuries of English oppression” 

(Stewart 2001: 58). The leaders of these invaders, Norman lords from Wales, 

came to Ireland as mercenaries who were hired by the King of Leinster, 

                                                 
49 For the impact of the Vikings on Irish society see Lydon 1999: 20-36; Ó Corráin 2000: 35-
38. 
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Dermot MacMurrough (Flanagan 1989: 137-64). Dermot was at this time one 

among five kings in Ireland, and by the enlisting of allies among the lords of 

south Wales with the permission of Henry II, regained his territory, which he 

had lost to his rival Rory O’Connor of Connacht. One of his allies was Richard 

de Clare, Earl of Pembroke, also known as Richard Strongbow, who married 

MacMurrough’s daughter Aoife. After the death of MacMurrough in 1171 

Strongbow became King of Leinster, which included the kingship over Dublin 

(Stewart 2001: 59f.). 

The success of Strongbow brought Henry II to Ireland, as he wanted to 

establish “his rightful lordship” over the island (Lydon 1999: 56). To stop 

Strongbow from establishing an independent Norman kingdom, he landed with 

a large army near Waterford in 1171. Strongbow offered to hold the kingdom 

of Leinster as a fief for Henry II and was made a formal grant of Leinster. 

Thereafter the English king received submission and hostages from most of the 

Irish kings and chieftains and thus established the English Lordship of Ireland 

(Stewart 2001: 60f.). With this English Lordship over Ireland, changes also 

took place within the religious sphere, as the Irish church became anglicized 

and feudalized (Lydon 1999: 63).  

Henry II departed from Ireland in April 1172, but left a strong English 

presence in Ireland, dividing Ireland between English and Irish lords. As a 

result of intermarriage between English and Irish nobles, a second generation 

of English settlers in Ireland developed. This second generation, later to 

become known as Anglo-Irish, was half Irish and half English, often spoke 

Irish as their first language and identified themselves with Ireland (op. cit.: 65). 

But even though these Anglo-Irish adopted many Irish habits, they were still 

regarded as gaill (foreigners) by the Irish (gael) who could trace their ancestry 

far back into the Irish past (op. cit.: 78).  

The Anglo-Irish magnates tried to legitimize their place in Ireland and 

employed Irish bards and harpers from at least the beginning of the fourteenth 

century, who placed them “as the latest in a long series of invaders, no more 

alien to the soil than the first Celts” (Simms 2000: 100). In the sixteenth and 

early seventeenth century the amount of Irish blood within the Anglo-Irish 

nobility, resulting from intermarriage with Irish dynasties, was even more 

emphasized in the works of the bards (ibid.).  
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From the fifteenth century onwards, the English Lordship over Ireland 

had begun to shrink. The Irish lords regained large parts of the land previously 

seized by the Normans and the influence of England became restricted to the 

area that is known as the Pale. Until 1500 this area had shrunk to an area of 

about “50 miles north and 30 miles inland from Dublin” (Stewart 2001: 62). 

But the English Lordship had introduced elements of English law and 

administration which remained even after the influence of the English had been 

reduced. One of these elements was the institution of an Irish parliament in 

1460. This “declared Ireland to be ‘corporate of itself’ and bound only by the 

legislation of its own parliament” (Lydon 1999: 90f.). 

The situation changed in 1494, when an English Lord Deputy, Sir 

Edward Poynings, was sent to Ireland. The parliament he summoned to 

Drogheda forbade the holding of any future parliaments in Ireland without the 

king’s licence (Simms 2000: 103). Thus the so-called “Poynings’s Law” 

limited the right of the Irish parliament to originate legislation (Canny 2000: 

167). The Irish parliament therefore became powerless until it was eventually 

repealed in 1782 (McMahon 1996: 58). 

In 1541 Henry VIII was entitled ‘King of Ireland’ and a new green flag 

and the harp were introduced as Ireland’s national symbols (Stewart 2001: 66-

68). When he died in 1547, reformation was only established within the Pale 

and the vast majority of the population, Irish as well as Anglo-Irish, remained 

Catholic (op. cit.: 69f.).  

During the reign of Elizabeth I, who succeeded to the English throne in 

1558, there were several risings in Ireland, which were put down and followed 

by the formation of the plantations and the settlement of English Protestants in 

Ireland. The purpose of these plantations was to have a solid body of English 

Protestant inhabitants in what had formerly been Catholic and anti-English 

parts of Ireland (McMahon 1996: 65f.). The plantations resulted in the massive 

transfer of property from Irish to English ownership, as the existence of 

Catholic landowners in Ireland was seen as a threat to the security of England. 

The politics of the plantations continued during the reign of James I until 1641, 

and resulted in a highly strengthened position of the Protestants in Ireland 

(Canny 2000: 132f.).  
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3.4 The rising of 1641, the Cromwellian era and the Protestant Kingdom 

In the Ulster plantation in the North of Ireland, Scottish and English Protestants 

were settled to anglicise Ulster (Lydon 1999: 163). By 1636 the “Scottish 

nation in the north of Ireland” (op. cit.: 165) formed a powerful political and 

religious presence. As other parts of Ireland also became plantations, the total 

number of immigrants – mostly from England and Scotland – raised to an 

estimate of 100.000 before 1641. To distinguish themselves from the Irish 

Catholics as well as from the new Protestant settlers, the Anglo-Irish, who 

settled in Ireland since the Middle Ages, began to call themselves “Old 

English” in contrast to the new settlers, which were called “New English” (op. 

cit.: 165f.).  

The systematic loss of property and status among the Catholics led to a 

rebellion in 1641. 2000 Protestants were killed during this rebellion, which 

began in Ulster but soon spread over all parts of Ireland. As in England Charles 

I had lost the civil war, Oliver Cromwell, leader of the successful 

parliamentary army, came to take revenge for the rebellion (Canny 2000: 144-

147). 

Cromwell launched a programme through which all military opposition 

in Ireland was subdued, Catholic priests were hunted down and the entire 

structure of the Catholic Church was swept aside. All Catholic estates were 

confiscated, and those Catholics who could prove that they had not taken part 

in the rebellion got partial compensation in the area west of the river Shannon, 

but were cut off from any foreign contact by a colony of soldier settlers 

(Canny 2000: 146f.). This isolated the Catholics from political influence and 

left the best land in the hands of Protestants. This position of strength of the 

Protestant was the basis for the Ascendancy which became the dominant force 

in the future society and political life in Ireland (Lydon 1999: 193-195).  

After the death of Cromwell in September 1658, the monarchy in 

England was restored and Charles II was proclaimed king in London on the 8th 

of May 1660, and six days later in Dublin (op. cit.: 197). But the amount of 

land in Catholic ownership remained limited and was concentrated west of the 

river Shannon. Therefore the only actual change for the better in the position of 

the Catholics was relief from the massive religious persecution during the 

Cromwellian era (Canny 2000: 149). 
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When in 1685 James II, a Catholic, ascended to the English throne, the 

Catholics in Ireland expected to regain their land and an official position for 

their religion. The planning of a parliament in Dublin which should mainly 

consist of Catholics alarmed Protestants in Britain as well as in Ireland, 

especially those among them who wanted to give the throne of England to the 

Protestant Prince William of Orange (Canny 2000: 148). James II had to flee to 

France and arrived in Ireland with a small French army in March 1689 

(McMahon 1996:82f.). The following ‘war of the two kings’ became a struggle 

between Catholics (Jacobites) and Protestants (Williamites) for supremacy in 

Ireland. In the battle of the Boyne on the 1st of July 1690 James II was defeated 

and fled back to France, so that the Williamites gained complete control over 

Ireland (Lydon 1999: 211-214).  

The years after 1691 were marked by discrimination against Catholics 

once more. Catholics were not allowed to own arms and it was illegal for a 

Catholic to own a horse worth more than £5. They were not allowed to send 

their children abroad for education, and members of religious orders, bishops 

and higher clergy generally had to leave Ireland. The parliament that assembled 

in Dublin in 1692 was totally Protestant and reflected the status of Ireland as a 

Protestant kingdom at this time (op. cit.: 217). But even though Ireland was 

“English and Protestant in appearance”, it remained “still dominantly Catholic 

in religion” at the outset of the eighteenth century (Canny 2000: 153). 

 

 

3.5 Protestant Ascendancy, the Act of Union and Catholic emancipation 

Following the victory of William of Orange over James II, power in Ireland 

passed to aristocratic Protestant landowners, which are usually called the 

(Protestant) Ascendancy (Foster 2000: 163). It was this Ascendancy that feared 

the Catholic majority of the country and therefore enacted the Penal Laws, 

which kept Catholics powerless.  

Within the Ascendancy politics, the so-called “Patriot” tradition 

developed – a movement that had the legislative independence of Ireland as its 

goal. The efforts of the Patriots from the mid-century onwards eventually led to 

the recovery of legislative independence in 1782 (Stewart 2001: 105). In 1783 



 46 

this independence became promulgated and the Irish parliament now had the 

exclusive right to legislate in Ireland (Lydon 1999: 242). The Penal Laws 

began to become repealed during the 1770’s, but Catholics still were not 

allowed to become members of parliament or to hold any high office 

(McMahon 1996: 98f.). 

The French Revolution encouraged liberal Protestants like Theobald 

Wolfe Tone to demand a total reform of the Irish parliament. Tone argued that 

the parliament could only be reformed if Catholics and Protestants forgot their 

differences and worked together as Irish people (Lydon 1999: 253). In 1791 the 

first society of United Irishmen was founded in Belfast as “a union of Irishmen 

of every religious persuasion in order to obtain a complete reform of the 

legislature, founded on the principles of civil, political, and religious liberty” 

(op. cit.: 265). Even though the society was founded by liberal Presbyterians, 

Catholic emancipation was highlighted as one of its goals. The United Irishmen 

had strong links to rural underground societies – Catholic societies that had 

originated in troubles which broke out in Armagh in 1780 and which protected 

Catholics. Offensives of these so-called Defender societies had led to the 

building of the opposing Orange Order, which had as one of its purposes the 

maintenance of the Protestant Ascendancy.  

In 1798 the United Irishmen were in open rebellion, trying to establish a 

Republic in Ireland (op. cit.: 257-266.). The rebellion took place mainly in 

Leinster, Wexford and Ulster, but was defeated in all places before the end of 

the year (Foster 2000: 180-182). 

In the aftermath of the rebellion, it became clear that the Protestant 

Ascendancy was unable to control Ireland and the only way to “make Ireland 

safe” (from the English point of view) would be a union between the two 

kingdoms. In hope of full emancipation the Catholics accepted union, whereas 

the Protestant opposition feared to lose its political influence (Lydon 1999: 

274f.). But the abolition of the Irish parliament and the Union with 

Westminster in 1800, establishing The United Kingdom of Great Britain and 

Ireland on the 1st of January 1801, was not accompanied by Catholic 

emancipation (Foster 2000: 183, Lydon 1999: 277). Many nationalists in 

Ireland believed that the situation would only improve if Ireland gained at least 

some independence. Some nationalists therefore wanted to set up an 
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independent republic by force and the first attempted rebellion took place in 

1803 under the lead of Robert Emmet (Foster 2000: 184).  

The Catholic Association – founded in 1823 – became a remedy for 

Catholic emancipation under Daniel O’Connell, who turned it into a political 

machine. Catholics became aware of their political strength and in March 1829 

the Roman Catholic Relief Bill passed through parliament, so that Catholics 

could now become Members of Parliament in Westminster and hold most high 

offices (Stewart 2001: 148-150). After O’Connell had been elected in 1841 as 

the first Catholic Lord Mayor since the end of the seventeenth century, he 

concentrated on the repeal of the Union and declared that 1843 should be the 

“great Repeal year”. But the Repeal failed and with O’Connell’s death in 1847 

his methods of winning repeal also died. It was a new movement, known as 

Young Ireland, led by Thomas Davis, which now propagated new ideas 

(Lydon 1999: 295f.). 

The Young Irelanders consisted of young educated men, both Catholic 

and Protestant, who worked out an intellectual ideal of Irish nationality 

(Stewart 2001: 152). The Young Irelanders set up a rebellion in 1848, but it 

failed and the leaders were convicted and transported into exile. Other Young 

Irelanders escaped to North America (Lydon 1999: 300f.). In 1858 former 

members of the Young Irelanders founded the Irish Republican Brotherhood 

(IRB, more popularly known as the Fenian Movement) in Dublin – an 

organisation that was convinced that Irish independence could only be reached 

by violent revolution. The Fenian Brotherhood was founded in New York50 at 

the same time, by the emigrant communities which had developed since the 

famine of the 1840’s. The Fenians eventually rebelled in 1867, but the 

government was prepared and most of the Fenian leaders were already 

imprisoned (Stewart 2001: 155). 

 

 

                                                 
50 The American Fenians started to call themselves Clan na nGael (Family of the Gaels) in 
1870 (McMahon 1996: 146).  
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3.6 Home Rule, Gaelic Revival and Independence movement 

After the unsuccessful revolutions of 1803, 1848 and 1867, the Home Rule 

Movement was founded in 1870 (Stewart 2001: 156). The Home Rulers under 

Charles Stuart Parnell wanted an Irish parliament to control the country’s 

internal affairs, leaving Westminster to control foreign affairs, the army and the 

economy.  

Each Home Rule initiative from 1886 to 1912 was rejected, but evoked 

the reorganization of militant Orangeism and supportive propaganda by Irish 

and British unionists (Fitzpatrick 2000: 223 – 229). Parallel to the Home Rule 

movement, the ‘Irish-Ireland’ movement wanted to de-Anglicise the Irish.51 

This was mainly expressed in the revival of the Irish language that was 

initiated in the 1870’s and 1880’s.  

In the course of this revival the Gaelic League was founded in 1893 by 

Douglas Hyde. It did not only promote the Irish language, but also “‘Irish’ 

entertainments such as fiddling, piping, dancing, reciting poetry and listening 

to history lectures” (op. cit.: 226). Along with this a new enthusiasm for “‘the 

Gaelic race’” emerged, implying the belief of a genetic distinction between the 

Irish and the “hated Saxon” (Stewart 2001: 163f.). The Gaelic Athletic 

Association (GAA), which was founded in 1884, encouraged its members to 

take part in “Celtic” sports such as Hurling and Gaelic football in order to 

develop a positive attitude to nationalism. It therefore had a political dimension 

which was strongly connected to the Fenians and promoted a distinctively 

Gaelic culture. Furthermore, it was a movement of both Catholics and 

Protestants (Lydon 1999: 321).52 

In October 1902 Arthur Griffith demanded that Irish members of the 

parliament in Westminster should absent themselves from London and set up 

an Irish parliament in Dublin. He founded the party Sinn Féin (“Ourselves”) in 

1907 (Lydon 1999: 325), but the party played no significant role in politics 

until 1917 (Fitzpatrick 2000: 226).  

                                                 
51 As expressed in Douglas Hyde’s address “The Necessity for De-Anglicising Ireland” that 
was delivered before the Irish National Literary Society in Dublin on the 25th of November 
1892 (see Hyde 1894). 
52 Another string in this cultural nationalism was the literary renaissance which began in the 
late nineteenth century and is associated with names like W.B. Yeats, Lady Augusta Gregory, 
J.M. Synge and others (Lydon 1999: 323); see chapter 4. 
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The Irish Council bill that was introduced to parliament on the 7th of 

May 1907 did not have the effects the Home Rulers wanted. They gained no 

parliament of their own and gained control only over education, agricultural 

and local government, whereas the ultimate authority was still with 

Westminster. The bill was therefore rejected and withdrawn on the 3rd of June. 

In 1914 the Home Rule bill was finally introduced, in spite of strong protests 

by the Ulster unionists (Lydon 1999: 326f.).  

After the great strike of 1913, the Irish Citizen Army (ICA) was 

constituted and its leaders, like the Countess Markievicz and James Connolly, 

aimed to establish a workers’ republic within an independent Ireland (op. cit.: 

331). Connolly proposed armed rebellion in 1914 to bring about national 

independence, and in May 1915 a secret military council of the Irish 

Republican Brotherhood (IRB) was established under Patrick Pearse and 

others. Connolly joined in 1916, thus including the Irish Citizen Army (op. cit.: 

336f.). The Home Rule struggle had led to the Ulster crisis of 1912-1914, when 

the northern Protestants had raised a citizen army, the Ulster Volunteer Force, 

and appointed their own provisional government (Stewart 2001: 166). 

 

 

3.7 The Easter Rising and Independence 

Nationalists in Ireland saw the outbreak of the war in Europe in August 1914 as 

an opportunity for Ireland. But the nominal achievement of Home Rule, 

military recruitment and increasing prosperity suggested an improvement in the 

relations between Britain and Ireland rather than the contrary. The 

consequences of the war for nationalism in Ireland were therefore more 

negative than positive. Sinn Féin and the Gaelic League lost supporters and 

interest in membership in the Irish Volunteers and IRB declined. But 

nevertheless a minority in each of the different organisations continued their 

preparations for revolt (Fitzpatrick 2000: 235-237).  

Even though the administration of Ireland, at least at a local level, was 

largely in Irish hands, and the implementation of Home Rule was merely 

suspended until after the war, the symbols of ultimate English authority – 

Dublin Castle as seat of the British government in Ireland and the Lord 



 50 

Lieutenant – still existed (Stewart 2001: 168). In autumn 1915 plans for a 

rising were set by Patrick Pearse, Eamon de Valera and other leaders and the 

rising was fixed for Easter Sunday 1916.  

Postponed by one day the Volunteers and the Citizen Army went to their 

strategic positions in different parts of Dublin on Easter Monday. One of them 

was the General Post Office, where two new flags were raised to replace the 

British one. One was green with a golden harp in the centre and the inscription 

‘Irish Republic’, the other was green, white and orange and later became the 

tricolour of the Irish Free State (and the Republic of Ireland). Patrick Pearse, 

the chosen president of the Irish Republic, read aloud the proclamation of the 

Irish Republic. But the reaction among the population was not as the leaders 

had hoped. Within the following week, the centre of Dublin became a war 

zone, people were killed, buildings destroyed and the Dublin citizens became 

more and more bitter. Pearse eventually decided to surrender on Saturday to 

prevent more casualties among Dublin citizens.  

The public opinion towards the rising changed immensely when fifteen 

of the leaders were executed, sentenced in privately held military courts 

without legal help and no opportunity for them to call witnesses (Lydon 1999: 

337-341).53 The effect of the indiscriminate and brutal response of the 

government to the insurrection on the peoples’ opinion was irreversible. Even 

though those interned were released, further executions were soon stopped and 

martial law was relaxed, the public opinion had changed toward sympathy and 

support for republican ideals (Fitzpatrick 2000: 240).  

This also included a shift in sympathy from the Irish Parliamentary Party 

to Sinn Féin during the period between 1916 and the general election of 1918 

(Stewart 2001: 167). By 1918, the rebels of 1916 were seen as heroes by the 

majority of the Irish people, and most wanted Ireland to be an independent 

Republic (Lydon 1999: 341). At a general election on the 14th of December 

1918 Sinn Féin won a total of 73 seats, in comparison to 26 Unionist seats and 

6 seats for the parliamentary party. The Sinn Féin members refused to go to 

Westminster and in January 1919 An Dáil Éireann (The Irish Parliament) was 

opened. In a ‘Declaration of Independence’ Ireland’s claim to complete 

                                                 
53 Especially the execution of Conolly, who was so badly wounded that he could not stand and 
had to be tied to a chair to expect the firing squad, led to sympathy for the revolutionists and 
anti-British sentiments. 
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independence as an Irish Republic was stated (Bew 1988: 217; cp. 

Lydon 1999: 344f.).  

The struggle for the republic became very serious in the years that 

followed and took on military shape, with the Irish Republican Army (IRA, the 

former Irish Volunteers) starting raids and ambushes (Bew 1988: 218). The 

IRA did not believe that the British would give in to the Dáil and Sinn Féin 

without force being used, and what was later called the “War of Independence” 

began in January 1919. Special Forces, the so-called Black and Tans, were 

recruited in England to fight the IRA and terrorise the people so that they 

would abandon the Independence movement. As many homes of innocent 

people were destroyed by these forces, the anti-British sentiments of the 

population only grew stronger. The war finally came to its peak in 

October/November 1920, and in December 1920 the British government tried 

to solve the “Irish problem” by passing the Government of Ireland Act. Two 

Home Rule parliaments were set up, one for Northern Ireland (Counties 

Antrim, Derry, Down, Fermanagh and Armagh) and another one for the 

remaining twenty-six counties. But as most of the Southerners ignored the act, 

the war went on (Lydon 1999: 347-351). Finally on the 11th of July 1921 both 

sides agreed to a truce and in November an Irish delegation under Michael 

Collins went to London for negotiations. 

The British were only willing to offer Dominion status to the Southern 

counties, insisting that the existing powers and privileges of the parliament in 

Northern Ireland should not be abrogated. The Dáil rejected, and in August de 

Valera was elected President of the Republic of Ireland. After new negotiations 

during October and December 1921, the Irish Free State – consisting of the 

twenty-six southern counties – came into being on the 7th of January 1922. De 

Valera, who was a strong opponent to the treaty, as it did not give Ireland full 

independence, resigned his presidency and left the Dáil together with his 

supporters, so that Griffith was elected as new president (op. cit.: 351-355). As 

the IRA was bound to the Dáil by oath, most units remained loyal to the new 

government, but others, led by anti-treaty republicans, were seen as a threat to 

peace. The splitting of the IRA led to the Civil War which was ended in April 

1923. During the Civil War, a constitution for the Irish Free State (Saorstát 

Éireann) was drafted. The Oireachtas (legislature) consisted of the Dáil 
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(Parliament) and the Seanad (Senate) and the Gárda Síochána (Guards of the 

Peace) came into being as an unarmed police force (op. cit.: 356-363).  

 

 

3.8 From Free State to today’s Republic 

In 1937 the state changed its name once more, now becoming “Éire” and 

adopting a new constitution that was drafted by de Valera. Even though the 

new state formally remained part of the British Commonwealth, in actual 

practice is was a republic. During World War II the state remained neutral, 

which found the support of most of its citizens (Foster 1989: 536, 543-545). 

Finally, in 1949, the southern 26 counties were formally declared a 

Republic and were no longer part of the Commonwealth. Once again the name 

of the state was changed, to “Republic of Ireland”, its current name. But the 

division of the country, with the northern counties still remaining part of the 

United Kingdom, led to the continued persecution and discrimination of 

Catholics in Northern Ireland (op. cit.: 557, 566f., 582, 589). 

Eventually this led to the further split of the IRA – later known as 

“Provisional IRA” – from the “Official IRA”. The Provisional IRA launched a 

campaign of violence and then terror. Militant Protestants answered to this with 

the launch of the Ulster Defence Association. The conflict climaxed on the 30th 

of January 1972 (Bloody Sunday), when British troops opened fire into a 

crowd of unarmed civil rights demonstrators. Thirteen of the demonstrators 

were killed, and what made it even worse was that Lord Widgery, who 

officially investigated the incident, tried to whitewash the killings by saying 

that the troops had been under IRA fire. After Bloody Sunday, the Parliament 

at Stormont, which had been given to Northern Ireland in 1920, was abolished 

and the British Parliament governed Northern Ireland from Westminster (op. 

cit.: 589-591). Even though numerous reforms were introduced to end anti-

Catholic discrimination, the ultimate goal of the IRA – a “United Irish 

Republic” comprising all 32 counties – was not any nearer and throughout the 

1970’s, 1980’s and into the 1990’s their campaign of terror against British 

targets in Northern Ireland, Britain and elsewhere continued. In August 1994 

the IRA announced a complete cessation of military operations to pave the way 
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for peace negotiations, but in 1996 detonated a bomb in the Docklands area of 

London that killed two people and injured more. Despite this backstroke, the 

Good Friday Agreement was signed on the 10th of April 1998 which set up 

power-sharing institutions within Northern Ireland, giving both Unionists (who 

favour remaining part of the United Kingdom) and Nationalists (who favour an 

All-Ireland state) control of limited areas of government. However, in October 

2002 the power-sharing Executive and the elected Assembly have been 

suspended due to a breakdown in trust between the political parties. 

Meanwhile, the Republic of Ireland underwent major economic changes 

in the 1960’s under its Toiseach (Prime Minister) Seán Lemass and entered the 

European Economic Community in 1973 (Brown 2004: 229f., 249). After an 

economic downturn in the 1970’s, economic reforms in the late 1980’s and 

considerable investment from the European Community led to an enormous 

economic growth which became known as the “Celtic Tiger” (op. cit.: 381f.). 

The church, which had significant influence in the early Republic, was hit by a 

number of scandals in the 1980’s and 1990’s, including the discovery of a 

number of child abuse cases by clerics. Important changes in social politics 

during that period included the legalisation of divorce in 1997, 

decriminalisation of homosexuality (1993) and the right to abortion in limited 

cases (1992) (op. cit.: 364-372). 

By the year 2000 the Republic of Ireland had become one of the richest 

(in terms of GDP per capita) members of the European Union, attracting 

immigrants in hitherto unknown extent. 
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4 The construction and application of Celtic identity in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 

4.1 Celtic mythology as a source for group mobilisation 

Myths, especially myths of ethnic election, can, according to Smith (1996: 194) 

“[help] to mobilize communities and ensure their survival over long periods”. 

Smith describes the myth as a dramatic tale, through which the present is 

linked to the communal past. He also emphasizes that it can, through its 

symbolism, unify different classes and regions (ibid.54). In the case of Ireland, 

the Celtic past and with it Celtic mythology were used by both the Protestant 

and the Catholic population to create a sense of solidarity and distinctiveness 

against the British, as will be shown in the following chapters. Myths can be 

seen as structures which are working symbolically and thereby guarantee the 

permanent functions of confirmation, legitimizing and regulation for the 

preservation and renewing of societies (François & Schulze 1998: 19f.). Myths 

of group origins are essential for the establishment of a collective cultural 

identity, as not only the case of the creation of a distinctive Irish cultural 

identity shows, but also the case of Italians, who see themselves as descendants 

of ancient Romans, and French people, who see the ancient Gauls (which are 

Celts as well) as their ancestors (see Dietler 1994, 1998). 

Smith describes four ways in which myths can help to maintain ethnic 

communities. The second of these ways is called the communal-demotic 

pattern and is the one that matches the case of Ireland. It applies to 

communities that have been conquered and therefore struggle to maintain their 

former ways of life and rights. This is aimed in claiming that the members of 

the conquered community are the original inhabitants of the country 

(Smith 1996: 195). The Celtic era with its heroes as well as the epoch of Irish 

monastic learning, art and missionary could provide these original inhabitants, 

and therefore literary scholars, archaeologists and writers in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries wanted to restore an Irish community in contrast to the 

English. 

Creating a national consciousness as an independent nation was one of 

the basic problems that had to be faced by the Independence movement in 
                                                 
54 See also Kirk (1973), Tudor (1972) and Thompson (1985). 
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Ireland. When this movement became stronger in the later part of the 

nineteenth century, the Irish were in a situation as a colonial country which had 

lived under foreign control for so long that the people were “no longer certain 

which part of the civilization [was] their own, which foreign” (Zwerdling 1966: 

29).  

The turning to Celtic mythology as a source for the creation of national 

consciousness and a consciousness for their own culture therefore seemed to be 

plausible, as the Celtic history of Ireland was seen as the genuine Irish history. 

Genuine because it was without foreign influences, even the ones of the 

Vikings, but especially without any English (or Saxon) influences. Therefore 

pre-Christian Ireland was taken as an appropriate and wisely chosen point of 

departure for the Independence movement. Such an Ireland would also be free 

from sectarian spirit that was a major part of modern Irish politics. It was in 

this context that the nationalist William O’Brien spoke of “our venerable and 

ancient race”, a “Celtic race ruled by its spiritual instincts”, but also described 

the nationalism’s “heart equally large and equally warm for protestant and a 

Catholic [sic.]” (O’Brien 1893: 1-5). This uniting factor of the Celtic past of 

the Irish can also be seen in Yeats’ goal to show that the Irish peasant had a 

natural connection to an ancient (Celtic) religion (Yeats 1961: 176-185). This 

emphasis of the ancient religion of the Irish offered the Anglo-Irish the 

possibility of joining the Catholic Irish, thus creating a shared cultural identity 

for both “sides” of Irish society. 

The Celtic period of Irish history before the coming of the Normans is 

often regarded as the “custodian of the real Irish tradition” (Boyce 1996: 15) 

and the uniting factor of the Celtic history of Ireland can be seen as early as the 

seventeenth century in the writings of Philip O’Sullevan Beare. In his view of 

Irish history (Historiae Catholicae Iberniae compendium), all Gaels are one 

large cluster of relatives and are all descendants from Míl, who – according to 

myth – settled Ireland from Spain (as described in the Book of Invasions). He 

therefore divides all inhabitants of Ireland into Gael (Irish) and Gall 

(foreigner). This makes a non-Gaelic and yet anti-English stance unthinkable 

for him, so that to be a real opponent of English interests, one must be Gaelic 

or at least absolutely identify with the Gaels.55 Therefore all the different 

                                                 
55 See also Leerssen 1996a: 271-273 
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groups of the Irish, “Milesians or Old English, Danish or Norman… have all 

accepted the Irish legend as against the English legend” (Curtis 1950: 222).  

In executing the insurgents of the Easter Rising of 1916, the insurgents 

became even more identified with the Celtic mythological heroes, as they, like 

the Celtic heroes, died in defence of their country, their nation. As George 

Russel wrote:  

“I who knew how deep was Pearse’s love for the Cuchulain 
whom O’Grady discovered or invented, remembered after 
Easter Week that he had been solitary against a great host in 
imagination with Cuchulain, long before circumstance 
permitted him to stand for his nation with so few companions 
against so great a power” (Russel 1937: 144). 
 

The development of a distinct identity that could provide a sharp contrast to the 

British was crucial for the successful independence of Ireland. As O’Brien 

mentions, the Easter Rising of 1916 was not inevitably necessary for the 

attainment of the independence, as Home Rule “was going to be granted at the 

end of World War I” (Moran 1997: 8f.). So politically the way to independence 

might have been on the right path, but this was not enough to create a 

“cultural” independence. Therefore the Easter Rising was not only a political 

rising, but also a cultural one, in which Pearse and others specifically used the 

Celtic past and mythology of Ireland.56 The cultural enthusiasts of Ireland 

wanted Ireland not only to become free “but Gaelic as well” (Boyce 1996: 22). 

This is taken from a speech Patrick Pearse held at the graveside of O’Donovan 

Rossa. O’Donovan Rossa was one of the old Fenians and died in America after 

a long illness, but his body was later brought back to Ireland and buried at 

Glasnevin Cemetery in Dublin. In his speech Pearse refers to O’Donovan 

Rossa as “that brave and splendid Gael” and describes him as  

“splendid in the proud manhood of him, splendid in the 
heroic grace of him, splendid in the Gaelic strength and 
clarity and truth of him”  
 

and he continues:  

“And all that splendour and pride and strength was 
compatible with a humility and a simplicity of devotion to 

                                                 
56 Even though Pearse and others also saw the Irish language as highly important for the 
national movement (“When Ireland’s language is established, her own distinctive culture is 
assured.” An Claidheamh Soluis, 27. August 1904; An Claidheamh Soluis (The Sword of 
Light) was the official newspaper of the Gaelic League.), the role of the Irish language for the 
cultural nationalism shall not be further examined in this study. 
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Ireland, to all that was olden and beautiful and Gaelic in 
Ireland, […]” (MacArthur 1999: 46). 
 

The emphasis on the distinctiveness of the Celtic race and the search for 

demarcation against the British did not end with the Easter Rising of 1916, as 

this excerpt from Margaret Pender’s The last of the Irish chiefs (1920: 17f.) 

may show: 

“The hall was filled by a brilliant and varied assemblage, 
including many high-born and gallant Scots; some in ruffs 
and velvets, but not a few in their picturesque national gear, 
with gay tartans, and tufted sporrans, and jewelled dirks in 
their embroidered girdles […] There, too, were many noble 
dames and gentlemen of the English Pale, all gorgeous in 
magnificent fashions and fopperies of the day; all tricked out 
in silks and velvets, and cloth of gold and silver, and all stiff, 
haughty, and ceremonious […] A striking contrast to all 
these, in dress, language, look, and manner, were the Irish 
chiefs and ladies, in their distinctive Celtic costumes […] 
The Irish, secretly scorning the mushroom noblesse of the 
Pale, with a scorn begotten in an ancient land, of uncounted 
centuries of noble blood […].” 
 

This may be taken as only one example of popular historical fiction that 

communicated the nationalist perspective of Irish history to young and 

adolescent readers. Others include the works of Charles Kickham, Emily 

Lawless and Katherine Tynan (McBride 2003: 111). 

The use of the old mythological characters of the Celts and the emphasis 

of the Celtic character of the Irish can be seen as a highly mobilising factor in 

the Independence movement of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. Celtic mythology provided the basis for the mobilisation of the Irish 

in order to regain their political and cultural independence.  

 

 

4.2 The sources of mythology in Ireland 

As the Celtic past and especially the drawing on Celtic mythological characters 

played such an important role in the construction of the cultural identity in 

Ireland, the following chapter will give a short summary of the early sources 

that provide the basis for the myths as they are known today. 
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The British islands, especially Ireland, are the only place where “a 

substantial body of mythology” is said to have survived (Rutherford 1987: 43). 

But although they ultimately survived in these places in written form, the early 

tradition of storytelling in Ireland was an oral one and despite the care taken by 

storytellers in preserving the material, it must have been changed as it was 

passed from one to another over a long period of time (Gantz 1981: 19). The 

stories which where previously transmitted orally were first written down by 

Christian monks, and even though they might have been shocked by the pagan 

tales, there seems to have been little attempt to change the stories, with the 

exception of a few cases where the tale ends with the hero’s baptism – an 

obvious concession to the newly established Christian faith (Rutherford 1987: 

44).  

In the centuries following the conversion of Ireland to Christianity (in 

the fifth century AD), the Irish began to achieve the written form of the myths, 

but these earliest records are lost, and the oldest literary record, a poem by the 

bard Amergin, comes from the seventh century AD (op. cit.: 46). Because of 

the Viking raids very few manuscripts predating the tenth century AD 

survived, and material lost includes the Book of Druimm Snechtai, which dates 

back to the early eighth century AD. However the list of contents of this book 

survived and it is known that it included ‘The Wooing of Étaín’, ‘The 

Destruction of Da Derga’s Hostel’ and ‘The Birth of Cú Chulainn”, which are 

now available only in later versions (Gantz 1981: 20). 

Two of the earliest manuscripts to have survived are the Lebor na hUidre 

(Book of the Dun Cow) and the Lebor Laigen (Book of Leinster), both dating 

back to the twelfth century AD. The Book of the Dun Cow is only preserved in 

fragments, but it contains complete versions of ‘The Destruction of Da Derga’s 

Hostel’, ‘The Birth of Cú Chulainn’ and ‘Bricriu’s Feast’ as well as incomplete 

versions of ‘The Wooing of Étaín’, ‘The Intoxication of the Ulstermen’ and 

‘The Cattle Raid of Cooley’ (Táin Bó Cuailnge). The Book of Leinster contains 

an account of the mythical invasions of Ireland, the Táin Bó Cuailnge, ‘The 

Exile of the Sons of Usnech’, the ‘Melodies of Buchet’s House’, ‘The 

Destruction of Dinn Rig’ and other material (Rutherford 1987: 46).  
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4.3 The four mythological cycles 

The Irish tradition of myths comprises four myth cycles57, which are called the 

“Mythological Cycle”, the “Ulster Cycle”, the “Kings Cycle” and the “Fenian58 

Cycle”. 

The central themes in the Mythological Cycle are the successive 

invasions of Ireland by supernatural beings, only the last invaders being 

human. These invasions are described mainly in the Lebor Gabála (Book of 

Invasions), which can, according to Sjoestadt, be characterized as the 

“mythological prehistory of the country” (quoted in MacCana 1970: 17). 

Others, like Cross and Slover, refuse to call the Book of Invasions a collection 

of Irish mythology and prefer to call it “the literary embodiment of Ireland’s 

own impressions regarding the history of her population” and emphasise that 

the stories “belong rather to pseudo-history than to mythology” (Cross & 

Slover 1996: 3). The prehistoric invasions of Ireland described in the first cycle 

begin with the Partholonians, followed by the Nemedians, the demonic 

Fomhóire and the Fir Bholg, the divine Tuatha Dé Danann and eventually the 

Milesians. The Milesians, which are led by the Sons of Míl, are considered to 

be the fictional but first human ancestors of the Irish people. They defeated the 

Tuatha Dé Danann at the battle of Tailtiu and thereby brought Ireland into their 

possession. After the battle they divided Ireland into two parts, the northern 

one ruled by Éireamhóin and the southern one by Éibhear.  

From the study of origin-legends and the Book of Invasions O’Rahilly 

drew the conclusion that there were four different invasions of Ireland of which 

certain knowledge does exist. According to his studies, the first invaders 

(around 500 BC) were the Priteni, which are called Cruthín in Irish and later 

became the Picts of Scotland. The first known name of the British islands – the 

Pretanic Islands – derives from them. The Fir Bholg (or Builg) were the next 

and are identified by O’Rahilly as the Belgae of Britain and the Continent. 

Probably in the third century BC these were followed by the Laginians, who 

only conquered Leinster and Connacht. Finally in the first century BC the last 

group of invaders were the Gaels (Goidels) who brought with them the Gaelic 

language. The leader of the Gaels was Míl (Milesius) and by the seventh 
                                                 
57 Williams (1983: 308) enlists just three main saga-cycles, but the more common number is 
four and therefore will be adopted here. 
58 Also known as ‘Find Cycle’ or ‘Fionn Cycle’. 
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century AD all prominent Irish families traced their genealogies back to one of 

the sons of Míl or at least to an uncle of his and therefore to Gaelic origin (and 

so to their origin from Adam, as Míl was provided by the scholars of the 

seventh century with a pedigree that reached back to him) (Greene 1954a: 37-

39). The importance of being a descendant from Míl is also expressed by the 

genealogical links that were drawn between a prominent Irish general (General 

Patrice de MacMahon, who lead the French campaign in Northern Italy in 

1858) and Brian Boru, Míl, Noah and Adam in Irish nationalist newspapers 

(Comerford 2003: 55). 

The Ulster Cycle (also known as Red Branch Cycle) consists of a large 

body of heroic tales which describe the activities of the Ulaidh (Ulstermen), 

from whom the province of Ulster (Ulaidh) got its name. The central story of 

this cycle is the Táin Bó Cuailnge (The Cattle Raid of Cooley). The Táin 

begins as Queen Medb (also known as Maeve) of Connacht builds up a large 

army in order to gain possession of a magnificent bull that belongs to Daire, a 

chieftain of Ulster. The men of Ulster are afflicted by a debilitating curse and 

therefore are not able to fight, so that the seventeen-year-old Cú Chulainn, who 

is the champion of the knights of the Red Branch, has to defend Ulster single-

handedly. As he does so, he has to fight against his friend Ferdia, and the battle 

between the two friends is one of the most famous passages in early Irish 

literature.  

Cú Chulainn is seen as Ulster’s (probably even Ireland’s) greatest hero 

and his father was said to be the sun god Lugh. He was trained by the Scottish 

warrior-queen Scathach and his greatest deeds are told in the Táin. Cú 

Chulainn’s remarkable strength and skill are revealed in his earliest years at the 

age of five. It is at this age that he kills the watchdog of Culann, which gives 

him his name (Cú Chulainn = Hound of Culann). At the age of seven he is a 

full-fledged warrior and he holds an entire army at bay at the age of seventeen. 

At twenty-seven he dies fighting against overpowering forces, and “The Death 

of Cú Chulainn” is described as “one of the most striking pieces in early Irish 

literature” (Cross & Slover 1996: 333). Other warriors of the Red Branch 

include Fergus mac Roig, Bricriu of the Poison Tongue, Conall the Victorious, 

Loegaire (Leary) the Triumphant, Sencha mac Ailil and Cathbad the druid. 
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The Táin had a great influence on the Celtic Revival, mainly through two 

works by Standish O’Grady. Yeats himself pointed out that these works, 

namely History of Ireland I: The Heroic Period (1878) and History of Ireland 

II: Cúchullain and his Contemporaries (1880) had a major influence upon his 

own generation of Irish cultural nationalists (Yeats 1965: 220f.) According to 

Skene (1974: 2) the restoration of the Celtic mythological heritage was seen by 

Yeats as his most important contribution to Irish nationalism.59 

The Kings Cycle, which is also known as the Historical Cycle, is a book 

of tales chronicling historical or semi-historical kings of Ireland, generally 

from the early years AD to the middle ages. Even though the kings are not all 

fictitious and the existence of many of them attested by historical evidence, a 

mass of legend has been added to their historical deeds, so that it is often 

difficult to distinguish between historical truth and fiction. Therefore the tales 

of this cycle are sometimes not seen as belonging to any of the main cycles of 

Irish mythology (Cross & Slover 1996: 469). 

Finally there is the Fenian Cycle, which is mainly concerned with 

hunting and fighting. The Fenians, also called Fianna, were a band of heroes 

who defended Ireland and kept law and order. Their leader was Fionn Mac 

Cumhail, who was at the same time the truest, wisest and kindest of the Fianna. 

Fionn had two sons, Fergus (also known as Fergus of the Sweet Speech) and 

Oisín, who went to Tír na nÒg, the Land of Youth, with Niamh. Oisín’s mother 

was Sadb, who was transformed into a deer by a druid. Fionn’s right hand man 

was the warrior Caoilte, and he is said to have praised the virtues of the Fianna 

in conversation with St. Patrick in the ‘Dialogue of the Elders’. Other notable 

Fenians are Oscar, Conan, Goll Mac Morna and Diarmait O’Duibhne, who ran 

off with Gráinne, Fionn’s fiancée. The tales of the Fianna are explicitly heroic 

and fantastic, and incorporate much interaction with the gods. 

 

 

                                                 
59 Yeats also desired to create an Irish Mystical Order to counteract the spiritual 
impoverishment that had resulted from the loss of the ancient mythological heritage of Ireland 
(see Skene 1974: 2f. and Kalogera 1977). 
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4.4 The use of Celtic mythology in the cultural nationalism of Ireland 

4.4.1 Cultural nationalism 

A new form of nationalism came to describe the rise of a more rigid nationalist 

spirit in Ireland from the 1890’s. This so-called cultural nationalism was a 

complex movement and included various groups.60 To give a simple overview 

of these it can be said that it first emerged in the eighteenth century among 

Irish Protestant settlers. These found and constructed their identity around a 

series of conflicts between native Catholics and Great Britain. The second 

phase of cultural nationalism in the nineteenth century involved the native Irish 

community. Already strongly defined by their Catholic religion, the Gaelic 

revivalism was grafted particularly strong on them (Hutchinson 1987: 46f.). 

Therefore, the two movements were defined by their different emphases: 

whereas the Catholic group tended to concentrate on the revival of the native 

Irish language and culture, the Anglo-Irish Protestants on the other hand 

supported a literary revival. This literary revival aimed to develop a literature 

written in English but attempted to incorporate Irish dialects and syntax as well 

as ancient Celtic myths and legends (op. cit.: 119). The focus of the Celtic 

element in the Irish culture therefore was central for both movements, even 

though there was disagreement as to how this element should be restored, 

either in focusing on the Gaelic language, sports, dress, manners and customs 

(see O’Neill 1966:1) or in turning to Celtic subjects to create a distinct Irish 

literature in English.61 

The cultural nationalism was manifested to a high degree in the founding 

of the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA), the Gaelic League (GL, Connradh 

na Gaedhilge) and the Gaelic literary revival. The founding of these 

organisations is evidence for the growing sense of a national identity that was 

linked to the Celtic past among the whole population. With the Catholic 

Emancipation Act of 1829, the Catholic population attained civil rights as ‘His 

Majesty’s Roman Catholic Subjects’ and from this point on the Irish became 
                                                 
60 As Thuente (1994: 3) mentions, the cultural nationalism began already with the literary 
nationalism of the United Irishmen in the 1790’s. These United Irishmen already used the 
stereotypical images of Irish nationalism as bards, harps, shamrock, blood sacrifices and others. 
But as this study should deal with the time of Independence movement of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, the activities as well as the use of cultural identity as done by the United 
Irishmen shall be neglected. 
61 To the discrepancies between the two fractions see for example Moran 1997: 117f. 
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increasingly aware of themselves as different from the English. Therefore 

Ireland’s self-respect was seen to be restored by focusing on the cultural 

achievements of Ireland’s past (Sheehy 1980: 7).  

The GAA was formed in 1884 by Michael Cusack. Cusack wanted to 

stop the spread of English games, believing that these were undermining 

Ireland’s national identity. The Association therefore concentrated on the 

promotion of athletics, and later Gaelic football and hurling in particular. It 

thereby aimed to revive the ancient games and sports of Ireland (see 

Bairner 1999: 14f. and de Búrca 1999: 107f.). The GAA attracted substantial 

support from the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB), as its members saw the 

GAA as a potential recruiting ground. By 1886 the IRB dominated the 

executive of the GAA and it developed as a nationalist organisation. Members 

who played or even watched ‘foreign’ and ‘imported’ games were excluded, as 

were all members of British police or armed forces (Moran 1997: 54f.).62 

The Gaelic League was founded in 1883 with Eoin MacNeill and 

Douglas Hyde among the founders. The league’s aim was to restore Irish as a 

spoken and literary language, as Irish was regarded as a vital repository of 

Ireland’s culture. It was also seen as a means of preserving Ireland’s national 

identity and of “de-Anglicising” (Hyde 1894) the Irish people. For the 

members of the Gaelic League the language was strongly connected with 

Ireland’s cultural identity as it was seen as the last link to its Celtic past (cp. 

Grote 1994: 27, 47f.). Even though Hyde insisted that it should stay non-

political, it tended to attract those who were politically active. The political 

group within the Gaelic League highlighted Ireland’s distinct linguistic and 

cultural tradition, and so provided powerful arguments for its right to full 

independence and nationhood. The IRB also used the GL as a recruiting 

ground and had effectively taken the League over by 1904, causing Hyde to 

resign as its President, as he disagreed with its transformation into a 

revolutionary front (Hutchinson 1987: 189).63 

The literary revival, also known as Celtic or Gaelic revival, was a further 

expression of cultural nationalism. The term is used in reference to a group of 

                                                 
62 The GAA established a strong network especially in the rural areas of Ireland that was later 
used for political and paramilitary use (Stewart 2001: 164). 
63 A short overview of the work of the League is given in McMahon 2003: 119f. For a general 
introduction to the Gaelic League see the essays in Ó Tuama 1972. 
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poets, prose-writers and playwrights who looked to Irish myths, folklore and 

popular culture for inspiration. The main focus was to use Irish or Gaelic 

material as the basis for a revitalised Irish literature in English. It was 

dominated by writers from middle-upper class Protestant backgrounds who 

sympathised with Ireland’s claim to independence and hoped their writings 

would bring together all of Ireland’s religions and classes. The literary revival 

also heightened a sense of national feeling and identity in Ireland, so that Yeats 

wrote after the Easter Rising in 1916: “Did that play of mine [Cathleen Ni 

Houlihan] send out certain men the English shot?” (quoted in Jeffares 1968: 

311f.).64  

People like William Butler Yeats and George Russel (who is also known 

under the synonym “AE”) wished to draw on native mysticism and visions of a 

Celtic past (Sheehy 1980: 102).65 Therefore Yeats used the Irish theatre for 

which he created a cycle of plays that were based on Irish Celtic mythology. 

The most frequently used of these myths were the ones around the Celtic 

warrior hero Cú Chulainn. In focusing on the heroic deeds of Cú Chulainn, 

Yeats aimed to “project the Irish archetype into the national consciousness” 

(Hutchinson 1987: 134). Yeats also planned to establish an Irish mystical order 

that should integrate Druid and Christian mysteries. Through this the Irish 

should be prepared for the “spiritual liberation of their country” (op. cit.: 142, 

cp. Ellmann 1961: 125). 

Cú Chulainn played an important role in the poems, plays and prose of 

writers such as Patrick Pearse, William Butler Yeats and Lady Augusta 

Gregory – all of them prominent members of the Gaelic Revival and precursors 

for the Independence movement. A major reason for this can be seen in one of 

the central themes of the tales around Cú Chulainn: his skill in combat and his 

capacity to make violence and fight seem redemptive. Descriptions of Cú 

Chulainn from the Táin Bó Cuailnge that undermine this adaptation of him are 

easily found, as the following examples may show:  

“[…] he who was the slashing lion and the doom of enemies 
and the foe of armies, the supporting leader and the 
slaughtering of a great host, the hand bestowing gifts and the 
flaming torch, […]” (O’Rahilly 1984: 148); 

                                                 
64 The quotation is part of “The Man and the Echo” by W.B. Yeats. For a more detailed 
analysis of the literary revival see for example Boyd 1968 and Heany 1980. 
65 A detailed description of the mysticism is given by Kalogera 1977.  
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“[…] Heroes will be cut in pieces by the baneful sword of Cú 
Chulainn” (op. cit.: 156); 
 
“‘We do not find there a wolf more bloodthirsty nor a hero 
more fierce nor any of his contemporaries who could equal 
the third or the fourth part of Cú Chulainn’s warlike deeds. 
You do not find there’ said Fergus, ‘a hero his equal nor a 
sledge-hammer of smiting nor doom of hosts nor a contest of 
valour who would be of more worth than Cú Chulainn. You 
do not find there one that could equal his age and his growth, 
his size and his splendour, his fearsomeness and his 
eloquence, his harshness, his feats of arms and his valour, his 
bearing, his attack and his assault, his destructiveness, his 
troublesomeness and his tumultuousness, his quickness, his 
speed and his violence, […]” (op. cit.: 157); 
 
“And that night Cú Chulainn waved and brandished and 
shook his weapons so that a hundred warriors among the host 
died of fright and fear and dread of Cú Chulainn” (op. cit.: 
176). 
 

But not all of the writers of this time agreed on this glorifying cult around Cú 

Chulainn. James Joyce for example reacted against it, as he thought that Cú 

Chulainn did not represent the true character of the Irish and was therefore not 

suitable to be used as a model for them, as he saw the Irish as a gentle, long-

suffering but astute people (Kiberd 2000: XI-XIV). Yet whereas not all the 

writers of the outgoing nineteenth and beginning twentieth century supported 

the cult around Cú Chulainn, most of the nationalist writers did.  

The literary revival not only looked for the Celtic mythology of Ireland 

as a source of inspiration, but also tried to “redeem Irish peasant culture by 

idealizing or essentializing its ‘primitive’ social conditions” (Castle 2001: 3). 

But as the prime concern of this study is the way the Celtic past of Ireland, as a 

part of the cultural identity of the Irish, was and is applied in the past and 

today, this second focus of the revival shall be neglected here. 

Among the political initiatives relating to this form of nationalism was 

the birth of Sinn Féin, the rejuvenation of the Irish Republican Brotherhood 

(IRB), and the emergence of a stronger labour movement (which is not of 

particular importance for this study).66  

                                                 
66 The Celtic past of Ireland was also significant for James Conolly, who came to Ireland in 
1896 and was the founder of the Irish Socialist Republican Party and used the image of the pre-
Norman Celtic Ireland as a kind of socialist utopia. The individualistic English social system 
was regarded by him as “abhorrent to the best traditions of a Celtic people” (Boyce 1996: 300-
302; comp. Dudley Edwards & Ransome 1973: 171-177). 
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Cultural nationalism in Ireland is mainly characterized through a 

growing national interest in Ireland’s past – especially the sport, language, 

mythology and folklore of this past. Through the link of cultural and political 

nationalism “the first Celtic nation in modern times, the Republic of Ireland” 

was supposed to be established (O’Driscoll 1982a: XX).  

The importance of the Celtic past of Ireland for the building of the 

modern nation state and the context in which the writers of the literal revival 

saw themselves can be seen in a statement of Douglas Hyde, as for him behind 

the Irish nationality  

[…] is the half unconscious feeling that the race which at one 
time held possession of more than half Europe, which 
established itself in Greece, and burned infant Rome, is now – 
almost extirpated and absorbed elsewhere – making its last 
stand for independence in this island of Ireland; and do what 
they may the race of today cannot wholly divest itself from the 
mantle of its own past. Through early Irish literature, for 
instance, can we best form some conception of what that race 
really was, which, after overthrowing and trampling on the 
primitive peoples of half Europe, was itself forced in turn to 
yield its speech, manners, and independence to the victorious 
eagles of Rome. We alone of the nations of Western Europe 
escaped the claws of those birds of pray; we alone developed 
ourselves naturally upon our own lines outside of and free from 
all Roman influence; we alone were thus able to produce an 
early art and literature, our antiquities can best throw light 
upon the pre-Romanised inhabitants of half Europe. […] The 
dim consciousness of this is one of those things which are at 
the back of Irish national sentiment, and our business, whether 
we be Unionists or Nationalists, should be to make this dim 
consciousness an active and potent feeling, and thus increase 
our sense of self-respect and of honour” (Hyde 1894: 124-126). 
 

For Hyde, Irish nationalism was determined through the identification of the 

Irish with the Celtic culture. The Celtic race had to regain the possession of its 

country as well as to recover its Celtic characteristics. That was possible 

through the cultivation of  

“[…] everything that is most racial, most smacking of the soil, most 
Gaelic, most Irish, because of this little admixture of Saxon blood in the 
north-east corner this island is and will ever remain Celtic at the core, 
far more Celtic than most people imagine” (op. cit.: 159). 

 
The Celtic Revival is described as “the artistic manifestation of an Irish 

search for a national and cultural identity” (Moran 1997: 52). This identity 

should be established not only by focusing on the pre-English times and 
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emphasising the mythological past, but this mythological past should also 

provide models for an independent Irish nation. By focusing on Ireland’s 

ancient culture and values, a distinctly Irish cultural identity should be 

established (op. cit.: 53f.). D. P. Moran, a journalist who had worked for the 

Gaelic magazine An Claidheamh Soluis and who later founded the Leader in 

1900, identified the Irish national identity strictly with the Gaels: 

“[…] the foundation of Ireland is the Gael, and the Gael must be 
the element that absorbs. On no other basis can an Irish nation be 
reared that would not topple over by the force of the very ridicule 
that it would beget” (Moran 1905: 37).  

 
The Gaels were seen by Thomas MacDonagh67 as the “race that once 

dominated Europe” and the Irish were seen as “the heir and successor of that 

race” (Loftus 1964: 145-146). Cultural nationalism was supposed to restore the 

significance of that “race” in order to construct the legitimising base for an 

Irish nation state that was independent in the cultural as well as in the political 

domain. 

 

 

4.4.2 Celtic mythology in cultural nationalism 

But how exactly was Celtic mythology used in order to support cultural 

nationalism in Ireland? The following chapter will show the strong self-

identification of leading figures of the Independence movement of the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries with characters of Irish Celtic 

mythology. It will furthermore show what influence this mythology had for the 

creation of a distinct Irish cultural identity. 

The Mythological Cycle is the earliest and also the least detailed or 

coherent of the four myth-cycles in Ireland, so that Hyde (1899: 293) 

comments about it: “There is over it all a shadowy sense of vagueness, 

vastness, uncertainty”. Therefore this is the cycle that is the least useful in 

constructing a cultural identity with the goal to unite the Irish in their struggle 

for independence. As Williams points out “[t]he characters are too obviously 

legendary to allow for identification with them” (Williams 1983: 308).  

                                                 
67 MacDonagh was a member of the inner council of the IRB in the period before the Easter 
Rising of 1916 (see Boyce 1996: 307).  
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Even though the myths do not suggest any form of Irish unity (as for 

example the Fianna fight as often against their fellow Irishmen as against 

foreigners) and therefore cannot be seen as a natural resource of mobilization 

for the upcoming nationalism in Ireland, they were used as a source of 

inspiration by writers and intellectuals to create a sense of unity among the 

Irish. This was made possible mainly through the work of Standish James 

O’Grady, who published the first ‘popular’ version of the legends in English in 

his History of Ireland, which was published in two volumes in 1878 and 1880. 

The first volume (The heroic period) included legendary tales from the 

Mythological Cycle, the Ulster Cycle, and the Fenian Cycle, and was later 

described by Yeats as one of the most important sources for the Irish Literary 

Revival that was supposed to represent Ireland as “the home of an ancient 

idealism” (quoted in Foster 1997: 184).68 O’Grady enthusiastically demanded 

the re-birth of the ancient Irish nation: “Something is struggling to birth now, 

today in Ireland, whose gestation needed two thousand years of historic time” 

(O’Grady 1897: 173, comp. Cairns & Richards 1988: 54). Therefore O’Grady 

was highly appealing for “Irish Revivalists who sought […] to find themselves 

in the magnifying mirror of the past” (Castle 2003: 157).  

The impact of O’Grady’s work for the self-confidence of the Irish is also 

to be seen on George Russel’s (AE’s) reaction about O’Grady’s History of 

Ireland. Russel mentioned that after reading O’Grady’s work he had felt like a 

man  

“…who suddenly feels ancient memories rushing at him, and 
knows he was born in a royal house, that he had mixed with the 
mighty of heaven and earth and had the very noblest for his 
companions” (quoted in Marcus 1970: 235).  
 

Russel felt himself as a descendent of the Celts and argued that the Irish could 

not be ruled by the English, because they were of a different and incompatible 

race that had shown its refusal of English rule by rebellions in every generation 

(Reynolds 1982: 395). He saw the mythological characters as having come 

“from the heaven-world of the imagination into the national being” 

(Russel 1937: 135). O’Grady himself considered that the examples of the 

heroic deeds in the Celtic myths and epics could be a spur for patriotic and 

                                                 
68 The quotation comes from a manifesto proposing a “Celtic theatre”. The proposal was signed 
by W.B. Yeats on behalf of the founding committee. 



 69 

national achievement, as they could establish an ideal of national courage and a 

history of great deeds. These could then work against the despair he felt had 

come over Ireland in his time:  

“The gigantic conceptions of heroism and strength, with which 
the forefront of Irish history is thronged, prove the great future 
of this race and land, of which the mere contemplation of the 
actual results of time might cause even the patriot to despair” 
(O’Grady 1918: 43). 
 

By the 1890’s O’Grady’s work had become of immense influence, so that 

Fallis (1977: 63) describes it as  

“[…] almost a bible for young Irish writers and nationalists. 
They found in it stirring retellings of the ancient tales, and they 
also found in his Cuchulain an exemplar of the Irish spirit, 
manly, courageous, extravagantly emotional, and genuinely 
noble.”69 
 

But even before O’Grady’s publication, from 1858 onwards the Fenian 

Movement used the image of the Fianna as a national militia in adopting the 

name in its title. The Fenian Movement came into being during the middle of 

the nineteenth century as a new Irish patriotic movement that wanted to 

overthrow British rule in Ireland. The Movement had its roots both in Ireland 

and the United States and chose its name in honour of the ancient Celtic 

warriors known as the Fianna.70 In the ancient Celtic tales the Fianna is 

described as a group of knights who were self-reliant and had a passion for 

Irish land. That passion is described as so great that they even gave up a chance 

for world dominion to keep Ireland instead. Therefore the name seemed to be 

more than appropriate for the modern movement. 

In Hero Lays (1908), Alice Milligan uses the Celtic mythology in a very 

direct way to encourage the youth of Ireland to fight for their freedom. In ‘The 

defenders of the ford’ Milligan describes an episode of the Ulster Cycle in 

which Cú Chulainn sends to Emain Macha71 to seek help from the Red Branch, 

as he tries to defend Ulster against the invasion of Queen Medb. But the 

knights are enchanted by a curse and do not respond. The enchantment 

however is not on the youth-troop of the Red Branch and so they are the ones 

                                                 
69 For a more detailed description of O’Grady’s work and influence see for example Kiberd 
1982 and Castle 2003. 
70 For a detailed discussion of the Fenian Movement see Moody 1968. 
71 Emain Macha was the capital of the Ulaid and the province of Ulster; it is today known as 
Navan Fort, near the City of Armagh (MacKillop 1998: 159). 
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who come to help Cú Chulainn in his fight. This can be seen as a direct call to 

the Youth of Ireland to follow the example of their heroic predecessors and 

also take up the fight.  

Thomas Boyd, another writer of the early twentieth century, can be seen 

as a further example for the use of mythology in evoking the feeling that it is 

heroic to die for the freedom of one’s country. In ‘On the road to the ford’, 

published in 1906, Boyd describes an episode just before Cú Chulainn dies. 

Three old women try to persuade Cú Chulainn not to go out and fight and in 

the poem are shown as three Temptresses who try to dissuade him from 

sacrificing himself in battle against the invaders. But Cú Chulainn as a ‘true 

hero’ does not listen to them and dies protecting his country. 

Cú Chulainn is the great hero of the eighth-century epic tale Táin Bó 

Cuailnge (see chapter 4.3) and provided a useful image for the uprising 

nationalist feelings in Ireland. Cú Chulainn is a semi-divine being – a result of 

a union between supernatural and human beings. His great skills as a warrior 

are matched by his moral integrity. He dies, after his enemies took advantage 

of a mistake he made, and it is his death that enables Ulster to survive. Cú 

Chulainn died on behalf of his homeland and was morally clearly superior to 

his enemies. As Moran (1997: 92) points out: “He was defeated only because 

[…] he allowed himself to be defeated.” Thus, he became a heroic redeemer 

for Ireland and it is easy to understand why his name is used so frequently in 

the nationalist literature of the time. 

Both of these cases can be seen as examples of the use of mythology as a 

revolution-enforcing poetry, but there are also other influences this mythology 

had in other domains of cultural nationalism in Ireland. 

The upcoming cultural nationalism in Ireland in the last decades of the 

nineteenth century was a withdrawal from English culture and English ideas. 

To be successful in creating an independent Ireland it was seen to be necessary 

to return to the past and redetect the original Irish ways. The need to restore the 

Celtic element in Irish culture was one of the central principles of the Irish 

nationalists (see also Skene 1970: 17). As Lady Gregory, one of the leading 

figures in the Gaelic revival, pointed out:  

“Ireland will be nothing until she falls back upon her own 
language and traditions, and, recovering there old pride, self-
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respect and initiative, marches forward from thence” 
(Gregory 1901: 39). 
 

With the foundation of societies like the Gaelic Athletic Association in 1884 

and the Gaelic League in 1893, the concentration on their past and their 

traditions became even more popular within the population. The Gaelic League 

not only gave lectures in early Irish history, but also augmented these with 

theatrical presentation like dramatic productions and tableaux vivant.72 These 

presented historical or legendary events from pre-Norman Ireland, as well as 

clashes between Irish heroes and Anglo-Norman or English enemies. Brian 

Boru, Oisín the bard73 as well as figures from Irish mythology like the sea-god 

Mannanan Mac Lír74 were pictured in these scenes (McMahon 2003: 122). 

The concentration of the Celtic past and traditions did not only concern 

the native Irish, but also many Anglo-Irish committed themselves to the 

cultural revivalism. Thus they created a close link to their native Irish fellow 

citizens and their view of themselves as a great and heroic people, co-operating 

in the search for a distinctive national culture. Thus, the writers and 

intellectuals tried to find distinctively Irish subjects and virtues in the Celtic 

mythology of their past. In portraying the mythical characters, they sought to 

transmit their virtues on the population.  

“Those antique names which already begin to stir us with their 
power, Angus, Lu, Ossian, Deirdre, Fionn75 etc, will be found 

                                                 
72 In a tableau vivant a group of costumed models are carefully posed and often theatrically lit. 
The “actors” who are presented on stage remain silent and motionless as if in a picture. 
73 Oisín the bard was the son of Fionn mac Cumhail and a member of the Fianna. Under the 
name Ossian he is also known as a legendary warrior bard who appears as the narrator in the 
Celtic legends of Fionn mac Cumhail, which are known as the Fenian Cycle (MacKillop 1998: 
313; cp. Maier 1997: 214). 
74 Mannanan mac Lír is the Irish god of the sea and fertility, who forecasts the weather. He is 
older than the Thuata Dé Danann, yet was considered to be on of them. He is the guardian of 
the Blessed Isles and has a ship that follows his command without sails. His cloak makes him 
invisible, his helmet is made of flames and he is described as riding over the sea in a chariot 
(Maier 1997: 186; MacKillop 1998: 285f.). 
75 Angus Óg (Angus mac Óg, Aengus) was considered the Irish god of youth, beauty and love. 
He was a young handsome god that had four birds flying about his head. He was the son of 
Dagda and Boann (MacKillop 1998: 15f.). 
Lugh Lamhfada (also Lu, Lug Lámfota) is the Celtic god of every skill. He was worshipped 
during the Lughnasa feast in Ireland. His animal attributes are the raven and the lynx. His 
exploits are recounted in the Táin Bó Cuailnge (The cattle raid of Cooley) (MacKillop 1998: 
270-272). 
Deirdre is a legendary heroine in Irish Celtic mythology who was renowned for her beauty and 
was brought up by Conchobar, King of Ulster, who planned to marry her. But she fell in love 
with his nephew Noise and they fled to Scotland with his two brothers. When they returned to 
Ireland, the three brothers were treacherously killed by Conchobar and Deirdre died of grief 
(MacKillop 1998: 117f.). 
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to be each one the symbol of enduring qualities” (George 
Russel (AE), quoted in Gregory 1901: 16). 
 

Three themes related to characters and events in the myths occur very regularly 

in the Irish literature after 1879: fighting, redemption and heroism 

(Williams 1983: 315). The Irish literature of this period has many examples in 

which certain features can be identified, which have been derived directly from 

Irish Celtic myths and legends. The most obvious feature is the use of 

mythological names and characters like Ossian, Cú Chulainn, Fionn, Tír na 

nÒg76 and others. Writers whose works deal with fighting and preparation for 

fighting often refer to the heroic mythology. Katherine Tynan uses the picture 

of Fionn and the Fianna sleeping in a cave until they will rise to save Ireland in 

the poem ‘Waiting’ that was published in 1885.  

The Irish are often called Gaels in these poems, a direct link to their 

Celtic past, as in the poem ‘The beggar’s wake”, written by Joseph Campbell 

in 1906: 

A battle of doom and death 
Between the Gael and Gall… 
 

A further example can be found in the poem ‘Ways of War’ by Lionel Johnson 

(1895): 

Some weapon on some field must gleam 
Some burning glory fire the Gael. 
 

But also direct references to the Celtic mythological heroes occur, as in James 

H. Cousins ‘The awakening’, which was first published in 1908: 

I hear the harp of Angus on the wind 
And feel Cuchulin’s arm go battling by. 

                                                                                                                                 
Fionn (Fionn Mac Cumhail, Finn/Find Mac Cumial) was a legendary hunter-warrior of Irish-
Celtic mythology. He was the leader of the Fianna and the tales about him and the Fianna were 
widely documented in the third century AD in the Fenian Cycle. Fionn and the Fianna fought 
in great battles and were acknowledged figures in Celtic history. It was said that no one could 
hope to be better in magic, poetry, or wisdom than Fionn Mac Cumhail (MacKillop 1998: 204-
206). 
76 Tir na nÒg is „The land of the youth“, also known as Land of the Living, Promised Land. It 
is a mythical realm that was achievable through death and /or glory. It was a pleasurable 
paradise, identified as a fabled island off the west coast of Ireland, or a kingdom beneath the 
ocean, where the Tuatha de Dannan resided. Sickness or death do not exist and it is a place of 
eternal youth and beauty. It was also home for a few mortals who were carried there by the 
Tuatha de Dannan, such as the hero Oisín who lived there for what he though was one year. 
But as times passes at a different rate in Tir na nÓg, three hundred years had passed by when 
he returned from Tir na nÓg. Its ruler is said to be King Tethra of the Fomorians or – more 
frequently – Manannan Mac Lir (MacKillop 1998: 358, cp. Maier 1997: 266; Green 1992: 
210). 
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The characterization of the Fianna as great warriors and as symbols for a once-

independent Ireland do not come from the myths directly but the mythology is 

adapted for nationalist purposes, as some characteristics which are typical for 

the Red Branch heroes of O’Grady’s translation seem to be transferred to the 

Fianna (Williams 1983: 317). There were also direct connections being made 

between the ancient mythological heroes and recent nationalists. Lional 

Johnson for example named Oisín and the children of Lír as well as Patrick 

Sarsfield and Robert Emmet as martyrs whose blood and faith would save the 

nation in ‘To Ireland’ (published 1897). In ‘The return of the God’, published 

in 1899, William Larmine described Lir, Angus, Fionn, Oscar and Cú Chulainn 

as protecting and enlightening the Gael which are trying to lead Ireland back to 

strength and greatness. 

The mythological characters are not only used in the literature of that 

period, but also for other purposes. For example, Patrick Pearse hung a portrait 

of Cú Chulainn in the hall of St. Enda’s, the school he founded in 1908. The 

school was founded to “teach the noble Irish the lessons that he had already 

learned” (Moran 1997: 119). With the founding of St. Enda’s he could prevent 

the young Irish from becoming “Anglicised”, and it enabled him to teach them 

the “ways” of Ireland (op. cit.: 120). The motto of the hero was displayed in 

this portrait: “I care not if I were to live but one night and one day if only my 

fame and my deeds live after me”. In the first bulletin that Pearse wrote to the 

parents of the students at St Enda’s, he speaks of  

“[…] the tradition we seek to re-create and perpetuate in Eire 
[…] the knightly tradition of the macradh of Emain 
Macha77,dead at the ford in the beauty of their boyhood” 
(Pearse 1917: 7). 
 

Another link between a mythological hero and St. Enda’s is shown in Pearse’s 

words from 1913: “Here at St. Enda’s we have tried to keep before us the 

image of Finn during his battles – careless and laughing” (op. cit.: 75). Fionn 

and Cú Chulainn became a constant part of the school’s life, as Desmond Ryan 

describes when he states that “Cuchulain became an important, if invisible 

member of the staff” (op. cit.: 90). Ryan later fought on Pearse’s side in the 

post office during the Easter Rising of 1916 (Williams 1983: 324). Pearse saw 

                                                 
77 The macradh was the boy-troop that defended Emain Mach, the capital of the Ulaid. 



 74 

himself in the image of that Celtic hero and he summoned the youth of Ireland 

in the name of the ancient heroes to fight for the national freedom of Ireland: 

Fearghus, Conchubar, Chuchulain, Fion, Oisin, Oscar – these 
were more to the Gael than mere names of great champions 
and warriors of a former time: they represented to him men 
who had gone before, who had fought the good fight, who 
had passed from earth to the mystic Tir na n-og, who had 
become gods, but whose spirits, heroic and immortal, still 
lived after them. And though well-nigh two thousand years 
have rolled away since those mighty heroes trod this land of 
ours, yet is their spirit not dead: it lives on in our poetry, in 
our music, in our language, and, above all, in the vague 
longings which we feel for a something, we know not what, - 
our irresistible, overmastering conviction that we, as a nation, 
are made for higher things. Oh! that this hero-spirit were 
stronger than it is! Oh! that men could be brought to realize 
that they are MEN, not animals – that they could be brought 
to realize that, though ‘of the earth, earthy’, yet that there is a 
spark of divinity within them! And men can be brought to 
realize this by the propagation of a literature like that of the 
Gael, – a literature to which nature-love and hero-love shall 
from [sic] the key-words, a literature which shall glorify all 
that is worthy of glory, – beauty, strength, manhood, 
intellect, and religion” (Pearse 1917: 229f.).78 
 

Yeats wrote about Pearse and the other rebels of 1916: “[…] Pearse and his 

fellow soldiers […] went out to die calling upon Cuchulain” (Yeats 1961: 515), 

and Pearse himself called Cú Chulainn the “greatest inspiration” at St. Enda’s 

in an article in the school paper An Macaomh in December 1910. 

The Countess Markievicz, another one of the leading figures of the 

Easter Rising of 1916, used the image of “the magnificent legacy of Maeve, 

Fheas, Macha and their other great fighting ancestors”79 (Reid 1999: 37) in a 

                                                 
78 According to Irish-Celtic mythology, Fearghus Mac Róich (Fergus Mac Róeg, Fergus 
MacRoy) was the king of Ulster during the events of the Ulster Cycle. He was tricked out of 
his kingship by Ness, who made her seven-year-old son Conchobar Mac Nessa king in his 
place. Fergus later became queen Medb’s lover and fought on her side in the Táin Bó Cuailnge 
against his foster-son Cú Chulainn (MacKillop 1998: 191f.). 
Conchubar Mac Nessa (Conchobar, Conchúr, Conor) was son of the warrior princess Nessa 
and either Cathbad, chief druid of Ulster and Ness’s husband, or her lover Fachtna Fáthach, 
high King of Ireland. He was killed by the Connacht warrior Cet Mac Mágach and his nephew 
was the great Ulster hero Cú Chulainn (MacKillop 1998: 88f.; cp. Maier 1997: 80). 
Oscar in Irish-Celtic mythology was the warrior son of Oisín and Niamh. His father Oisín was 
the son of the hero Fionn Mac Cumhail (MacKillop 1998: 316f.). 
79 Maeve (Medb, Meabh) is queen of Connacht in the Ulster Cycle of Irish-Celtic mythology. 
Her first husband was Conchobar mac Nessa, but her best-known husband was Ailil Mac Máta. 
Maeve insisted that she be equal in wealth with her husband and thus started the Táin Bó 
Cuailnge (MacKillop 1998: 288-290). 
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lecture to young women of the National Literary Society in Dublin to arouse in 

them a sense of duty to fight for the freedom of the Irish nation. 

But not only is the link between cultural nationalism and Celtic 

mythology to be found in the literature of this period, but also in more material 

domains. The Volunteers80 for example used symbols directly drawn from 

ancient mythological sources. The flags under which the army should march in 

the Rising are described by O’Rahilly in the Irish Volunteer of the 23rd of May 

1915. There he describes the national standard as showing the harp of the 

Dagda81, while the standard of the Volunteers should be the sunrise that 

represents Lugh who approaches Ireland to save it from the Fomorians82. It 

also represents Fionn Mac Cumhail who was the leader of “just such a native 

army as we are now engaged in organising” (O’Rahilly 1915: 15). Another 

more material example can be found in the cap badge of the Volunteers which 

was designed by Eoin MacNeill. The FF- inscription on it stands for Fianna 

Fáil, which means ‘Soldiers of Destiny’ (Beaslai 1963: 82; Martin 1963: 135) 

and is a direct reference to the Fianna or Fenians.  

The boy scouts organisation of the Volunteers, which was founded in 

Dublin in August 1909 by Bulmer Hobson, an IRB revivalist, and the Countess 

Markievicz, was also named after the Fianna. It came into existence following 

the example of a boys organisation that was founded in Belfast on the 26th of 

June 1902 by Bulmer Hobson.83 Both organisations were called Na Fianna 

Éireann (Warriors of Ireland) after the standing army and bodyguards of 

Ireland. The modern Fianna among other things encouraged the boys to study 

                                                                                                                                 
Macha refers to different persons, among them a woman from the Otherworld with three 
personifications and multiple associations. Originally she may have been a goddess of the land 
(MacKillop 1998: 281). 
Which character is meant by “Fheas” is not clear, as there is no character in Irish mythology or 
history as far as I know, that is known by this name. 
80 The Irish Volunteers had been founded in November 1913 under the inspiration of the Gaelic 
scholar Eoin MacNeill as an Irish nationalist organisation (Boyce 1996: 282). 
81 Dagda or The Dagda, is the Irish-Celtic god of the earth and ruler over life and death. He is 
one of the most prominent gods and the leader of the Tuatha Dé Danann. He is a master of 
magic, a fearsome warrior and a skilled artisan. Dagda is the son of the goddess Danu and 
father of the goddess Brigid and the god Aengus mac Óg. The Dagda is portrayed as 
possessing both super-human strength and appetite. His attributes are a cauldron with an 
inexhaustible supply of food, a magical harp with which he summons the seasons, and an 
enormous club (MacKillop 1998: 111f.; cp. Sjoestedt 1994: 38-44). 
82 The Fomorians in Irish-Celtic mythology are a race of demonic giants, mentioned either as 
ancient occupants of Ireland or as a mythical, prehistoric people who raided and pillaged 
Ireland from the sea (MacKillop 1998: 211f.). 
83 The first Fianna na Éireann served as a junior hurling league, promoted the Irish language 
and should “make the boys nationally sound” (Martin 1973: 117). 
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their heritage and culture and through that develop their sense of independence 

and nationalism (Martin 1973: 116-118). 

Na Fianna Éireann is still alive today. How they saw themselves in the 

light of the ancient heroes can be read in a proclamation of February 1914, 

written by Patrick Pearse:  

“We of Na Fianna Eireann, at the beginning of this year 
1914, a year which is likely to be momentous in the history 
of our country, address ourselves to the boys of Ireland and 
invite them to band themselves with us in a knightly service. 
We believe that the highest thing anyone can do is to serve 
well and truly, and we purpose to serve Ireland with all our 
fealty and with all our strength. Two occasions are spoken of 
in ancient Irish story upon which Irish boys marched to the 
rescue of their country when it was sore beset - once when 
Cuchulainn and the boy-troop of Ulster held the frontier until 
the Ulster heroes rose and again when the boys of Ireland 
kept the foreign invaders in check on the shores of Ventry 
until Fionn had rallied the Fianna: it may be that a similar 
tale shall he told of us, and that when men come to write the 
history of the freeing of Ireland they shall have to record that 
the boys of Na Fianna Eireann stood in the battle-gap until 
the Volunteers armed. […] We bear a very noble name and 
inherit very noble traditions, for we are called after the 
Fianna of Fionn, that heroic companionship which, according 
to legend, flourished in Ireland in the second and third 
centuries of the Christian era” (Pearse1962: 111f., 115). 
 

The different branches of it were named after ancient heroes like Oisin, Fionn, 

Oscar and Caoilte84 (Martin 1973: 117) and the members were taught in Irish 

history and ancient Irish culture.  

In how far the teaching of ancient mythology could really influence the 

minds of the later revolutionaries is shown in a statement by Bulmer Hobson. 

Hobson was quartermaster of the Volunteers and a leading figure in the 

revolutionary years until 1914. His nationalism was strongly inspired by 

Standish O’Grady’s translations of the ancient myths and so he described that  

“Balor and Lugh and the Sons of Tuireann, Fergus MacRoy, 
Cuchulain and Ferdia became my constant companions and 
were far more real than the crude town where I lived” 
(Hobson 1968: 1).85 

                                                 
84 Caoilte Mac Rónáin (Cailte) was a nephew of Fionn Mac Cumhail and a warrior of the 
Fianna and their foremost poet. He could run at remarkable speed and communicate with 
animals (Maier 1997: 54, cp. MacKillop 1998: 63). 
85 Balor in Irish-Celtic mythology is the god of death and king of the Fomorians. He had only 
one eye which he kept closed as anything he looked at would die instantly. He was killed by 
his nephew Lugh Lamhfada (MacKillop 1998: 29).  
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After the Easter Rising in 1916 the references to ancient mythology 

changed in so far as they were between fighting and heroism beforehand and 

now were directly linked to Irish nationalism. Parallels were found between 

mythological heroes and the executed rebels, so that in the introduction to 

Pearse’s Collected Works (1917) he is described as “[a] hero, a Cuchulain, who 

battled with a divine frenzy to stem the waves of the invading tide” 

(Browne 1917: XIX). Moreover, in the fighting that took place between 1919 

and 1921 the IRA regarded themselves as the personification of the Fianna 

(Boyce 1996: 323, cp. Kee 1972: 708f.). 

Direct references to Celtic gods were also made in the aftermath of the 

rebellion, as in James Stephens’s poem ‘Spring’, published in 1926, where he 

prayed for Mannanan’s blessing on the nation that tried to receive its freedom. 

The connection between the ancient Celtic heroes and the rebels of the Easter 

Rising had not only been made in literary works, but also in orations after the 

Rising. Thomas Ashe, who had been one of the few leaders of the rising 

outside Dublin, identified the rebels of 1916 with Fionn MacCumhail in an 

oration at Casement’s Fort86 in August 1917: 

“On one occasion the enemies of Fionn McCual held him in 
slavery, and there was but one way of cutting his chains and that 
was by sprinkling them in blood. I believe that the sprinkling of 
the blood of the martyrs of Easter week is wearing away the 
chains that have bound Ireland” (quoted in O Luing 1970: 212). 
 

Ernie O’Malley describes how the ancient myths helped him to understand 

what he was doing in fighting for the independence of Ireland and how the 

heroic ideals in the myths helped to shape his view of the past and his image of 

a future Ireland (O’Malley 1936: 44f.). Christy Andrews, who joined the 

Volunteers after the Rising in 1917, described them as “[t]he successors of the 

legendary company of the Fianna; no less than they, we had our Conan Maol, 

our Bricriu and our Diarmuid”87 (Andrews 1979: 109). Andrews further 

                                                                                                                                 
The sons of Tuireann (Brian, Iuchar and Iucharba) killed Lugh’s father Cian. As Lugh took his 
revenge and killed them, Tuireann died of grief over their graves (MacKillop 1998: 368). 
Ferdia (Ferdiad) was a hero who was persuaded to fight for Queen Maeve agains Cú Chulainn, 
his dearest friend and foster-brother. After a struggle that lasted three days he was eventually 
killed to Cú Chulainn’s bitter grief (MacKillop 1998: 188f.). 
86 Casement’s Fort is a prehistoric circular rampart. It is named after Sir Roger Casement, the 
Irish nationalist who was arrested there in 1916 after landing from a German submarine two 
days before the Easter Rising.  
87 Conan Maol (also known as Conán mac Morna) is a member of the fianna and an ally of 
Fionn mac Cumhail in the Fenian Cycle. He is usually portrayed as a troublemaker and a comic 
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referred to ancient heroes during the Civil War. In discussing the possibility of 

recapturing Dundalk he stated that he “was going to invoke the shades of 

Cuchulain” (op. cit.: 241).  

As Williams points out, the numerous references to the mythological 

parallels and the use of “mythological language” show “that the mythology had 

become part of the national consciousness” (Williams 1983: 328). The frequent 

occurrence of mythical characters in poems, orations and other statements also 

shows that the persons who used them assumed that their readers and listeners 

would know the mythological characters. This is further evidence of the 

widespread knowledge of ancient Celtic mythology in Ireland in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  

 

 

4.5 The use of Celtic “material remains” in the cultural nationalism in 

Ireland 

It was not only Celtic mythology that was used for the construction of cultural 

identity which served the cultural nationalism, but historical artefacts too were 

used for that purpose. Church plates, jewellery and architectural remains that 

had survived from the Early Christian period were used to strengthen the 

national consciousness. Archaeological symbols like the Celtic high crosses, 

Celtic interlace ornamentation and the ‘Tara Brooch’ were seen as “reminders 

of Ireland’s great cultural achievements of the past” (Sheehy 1980: 92). 

Among the symbols that are taken from the Celtic past of Ireland one of 

the most frequently used is the harp. For example, it is shown in the 

frontispiece of The Spirit of the Nation88, a collection of pieces from the 

newspaper, published in 1845, which is said to be “a symbol of nationalism for 

succeeding generations” (op. cit.: 7, 41). The harp can be seen as a direct link 

                                                                                                                                 
figure, although he is loyal to Fionn and never runs from a fight (MacKillop 1998: 87f.). 
Bricriu (Briccriu) is a warrior, poet and troublemaker in the Ulster Cycle of Irish-Celtic 
mythology (MacKillop 1998: 51). Diarmuid (Diarmuid Ua Duibhne, Diarmuid of the love 
spot) is, according to Irish-Celtic mythology, the son of Donn (Donn or The Dark One is the 
lord of the Dead) and a warrior of the Fianna. His foster-father and protector is Aengus Og 
(MacKillop 1998: 123f.). 
88 See plate 1. 
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to the Celtic bards and filidh89, who held a high social position within the 

ancient societies of Ireland. The frontispiece also shows Celtic interlace in its 

decoration and the picture of a girl watching the sunrise, an image later used as 

the Fenian emblem. 

The harp is also used in the coinage of Ireland since 192690 (and is still 

used on all coins of the Irish Euro today) and since then it has been used as a 

symbol for the Irish government, on uniforms and on printed documents. The 

“Harp of Brian Boru” is one of the attractions that are shown nowadays in the 

Old Library in Trinity College, Dublin.91 The harp is also shown on a 

membership card of the Repeal Association, together with other Irish symbols 

and heroes (Sheehy 1980: 28). The Repeal Association was founded by Daniel 

O’Connell in 1840 and provided the basis for the movement called ‘Young 

Ireland’, which aimed to achieve political freedom for Ireland. The 1842 

founded Newspaper The Nation was the voice of that movement through which 

a sense of national identity should be developed for all inhabitants of Ireland, 

based on a common cultural heritage.  

As Charles Gavan Duffy, one of the prominent members of the Young 

Ireland movement pointed out:  

“On the neutral ground of ancient history and native art, 
Unionists and Nationalists could meet without harm” 
(Duffy 1896: 126).  
 

Another leading figure of the Young Irelanders, Thomas Davis, hoped that 

studies of the Irish past could result in the discovery of the common heritage of 

all Irishmen and provide a link to Ireland’s heroic Celtic age (Boyce 1996: 

230).  

This does not only show that the Celtic history of Ireland was seen as an 

important factor in creating a feeling of nationality and shared cultural identity 

among the Irish, but also, that this history could be used to unite the different 

factions in Ireland. Davis was convinced that the Celtic past of Ireland could be 

used as a means of “healing the divisions between the religious groups in 

                                                 
89 Filidh (sg. filid, in modern Irish sg. file, pl. filí) are members of the class of poets in Ireland 
up into the Renaissance, when the Irish class system was dismantled.  
90 As were animals in Celtic style, see plate 2. 
91 About the significance of the harp as one of the national emblems of Ireland see also 
Vinycomb 1893: 502-517. 
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Ireland” and therefore he wanted to show the Celts as the people that founded 

Ireland as a political and cultural entity (Boyce 2004: 200). 

The wolfhound, which is often to be seen in pictures from the nineteenth 

century onwards, and which is one of the national emblems of Ireland, also 

shows direct reference to the Celtic myths, especially to the stories of Fionn 

and Oisín. Fionn’s favourite dog is called Bran, and another one is called 

Sceolaing.92 These two dogs are the children of Tuireann, who was turned into 

a wolfhound out of jealousy by Dealba, a woman of the fairy folk. A 

wolfhound is shown, for example, in a picture heading a letter in the Dublin 

Penny Journal from the 7th of July 1832 that depicts the national emblems of 

Ireland.93 Sheehy refers to the Irish wolfhound as “a product of the Celtic 

revival” (Sheehy 1980: 13). 

Celtic crosses, imitations of the ancient high crosses that were build in 

Ireland (with a few examples in Scotland) between the eighth and thirteenth 

century BC94, are not only shown in paintings of that time 95, but are also used 

as gravestones. Celtic crosses are used, for example, in the college graveyard at 

Maynooth, Co. Kildare, which was a burial place of many Irish bishops in the 

nineteenth century96 and in the monument for Ellen Burke and her husband 

William97 in Glasnevin Cemetery, Dublin. A monument to the eighteenth-

century priest and patriot Father Sheehy at Clogheen, Co. Tipperary is also 

built in the form of an ancient high cross. Another monument with references 

to Celtic material is the monument to Cardinal McCabe, who died in 1885; it 

also stands in Glasnevin Cemetery, Dublin. The carvings as well as the mosaic 

floor show Celtic interlace, and the symbols of the evangelists on the floor are 

inspired by the Book of Kells (Sheehy 1980: 124). 

In 1853 casts of two Celtic High Crosses were exhibited at the Dublin 

Industrial Exhibition and in 1857 Henry O’Neill published his Illustration of 

the Most Interesting of the Sculptured Crosses of Ancient Ireland. Interest in 

the Celtic Cross as a symbol for a renewed sense of heritage and a 

representation of Irish cultural identity grew through incidents like these, and 

                                                 
92 About the Irish wolfhound see Hogan 1993 and Graham 1885. 
93 See plate 3. 
94 For the ancient high crosses see for example Henry 1964 and Stalley 1996. 
95 As for example in George Petrie’s Pilgrims at Clonmacnoise. 
96 See plate 4. 
97 See plate 5. 
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new versions of the High Crosses became fashionable cemetery monuments in 

Victorian Dublin in the 1860’s. This revival of the Celtic Cross spread quickly 

to the rest of the country (Pennick 1997: 138f.). Celtic Crosses also started to 

be produced as jewellery and both of these modern uses of the Celtic Cross 

have continued through to the present.  

Modern Irish cemeteries today show many examples of Celtic High 

Crosses98 and closer inspection of the Crosses reveals that only a few of them 

are older than 100 years. The flood of Celtic High Crosses in modern 

cemeteries began shortly after the attainment of independence, and most of the 

crosses that can be found today are from the twentieth century. Celtic Crosses 

are nowadays one of the most popular emblems of Celtic design and are 

believed to be a very appropriate medium of showing Irish heritage and Irish 

identity. Used mainly as impressive monuments or as statements of the art and 

heritage of the community in the Celtic Revival, it is now more a personal 

expression of faith, heritage and identity. The most common expression of this 

symbol today is its use in jewellery, but clothes and tattoos too are now media 

for this newer version of the Celtic Cross. 

An example that combines different motives drawn from the Celtic past 

is the picture The Marriage of Strongbow and Eva by Daniel Maclise, shown in 

1854 and now on display in the National Gallery of Ireland. The figure of the 

bard in the foreground of that picture was a symbol “of the Celts’ departed 

glory” (Sheehy 1980: 46) and the foot of Strongbow is planted on a fallen cross 

ornamented with Celtic interlace. One of the warriors in the foreground also 

wears a Celtic torque, a collar that was, according to the descriptions of the 

battle of Telamon in 225 BC by Polybios (Histories 2, 25-31), worn by Celtic 

warriors. According to Tacitus (Annals 14, 29-38), the Celtic Queen Boudicca 

also wore a torque. The torque, a rigid circular necklace or bracelet that is open 

ended, is also a common feature in modern Celtic jewellery. 

There are also numerous examples of the use of Celtic ornaments in 

architecture. The monument-tomb for Daniel O’Connel in Glasnevin Cemetery 

is described as a “compendium of Celtic ornament” and is decorated with 

carvings “in imitation of the best examples of pure Celtic ornament” 

(Sheehy 1980: 60). The posts on a façade in Grafton Street in Dublin, designed 

                                                 
98 See plate 6. 
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c. 1863 have panels of Celtic interlace99, as well as the Harp and Lion Bar, a 

pub in Listowel, Co. Kerry. The Celtic interlace-beasts on the façade hold 

shamrock in their beaks and the gable shows a round tower, wolfhound and 

Celtic cross (Sheehy 1980: 64f.). Another façade with Celtic ornamentation is 

the one on the Central Hotel at Listowel, Co. Kerry, showing Erin (the 

personification of Ireland as a woman) leaning on her harp with a wolfhound at 

her feet and the inscription “Erin go bragh” (“Ireland forever”) surrounded by 

Celtic interlace100. Both buildings are still in use today and still bear the Celtic 

ornament. 

Celtic interlace is also found in church buildings; the Letterkenny 

Cathedral, Co. Donegal, for example, has a painted vault over the crossing, 

which shows Celtic interlace and ornament101 and in the carving over the west 

door of the Church of Ireland church at Rathdaire, Co. Laois, built in the 

1880’s and 1890’s there is more evidence of Celtic design. Another example is 

the Honan Chapel, the chapel of the Honan Student Hostel at University 

College, Cork, which was built in 1916. The carvings and the strap hinges 

show Celtic interlace. The walls of the oratory of the Dominican convent at 

Dunlaoghaire, Co. Dublin, are covered with layer upon layer of stencilled 

decoration based on illuminations from the Book of Kells.102 

Celtic ornaments as an architectural feature were not only used in church 

and private buildings, as is shown by the above examples, but also for 

administrative or public buildings like the Carnegie Library in Pery Square, 

Limerick (now the Library and Museum), designed by George Sheridan in 

1906.103 As Sheehy (op. cit.: 121) points out, architecture “continued to look to 

the past for inspiration long after other arts had ceased to do so”. 

The magazine Irish Builder expected the effects of style, strongly 

influenced by ancient (Celtic) architecture and ornament (which was called 

“Celtic Romanesque”), to be as great as those of the Gothic Revival seventy 

years earlier. The “Celtic Romanesque” style was supposed to become a 

national style, “enriched by the best of the past and by the skill and hope of the 

future” (quoted in Sheehy 1980: 144). 

                                                 
99 See plate 7.  
100 See plate 8. 
101 See plate 9. 
102 See plate 10. 
103 See plate 11. 
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Clothes, both religious and secular, are another area where Celtic 

ornaments were used. Illustrated sources from medieval times and ancient Irish 

literature were used as a basis to invent Irish costumes. These “Celtic” 

costumes involved the kilt, according to the interpretation of Eugene O’Curry, 

who saw the leinidh – a garment worn by the early Irish – as “something 

reaching from the knees to the hips” (O’Curry 1873: 106). Next to the kilt were 

a jacket and a brat (like the Scottish plaid), that was fastened at the shoulder 

with a ring brooch of the ‘Tara’ variety (see below). The costumes of the 

women also involved the brat, which was fastened by the same type of brooch. 

Mary Colum describes the dresses worn by herself and her friends in the early 

years of the twentieth century. This description involved the brat, the brooches 

of the ‘Tara’ variety and also torques. The embroidery on the dresses was taken 

from examples drawn in the Book of Kells (Colum 1966: 105-108). The 

costumes she describes were made by the Dun Emer Guild and were exhibited 

at the third exhibition of the Arts and Craft Society in 1904 as “Celtic 

costumes” (Sheehy 1980: 148). 

At the Celtic Congress held in Caernarfon, Wales in 1904, the Irish 

delegates wore costumes designed in the style of J. Romilly Allen’s book 

Celtic Art in Pagan and Christian Times (1904). John E. Geoghegan, for 

example, wore a costume that resembled the eleventh-century costumes shown 

in the book, richly embroidered with Celtic interlace patterns. The Irish 

composer Alicia Needham, together with Irish singer Agnes Treacy and harpist 

Esther Corless, also wore robes based on eleventh-century models found in 

Allen’s book (Löffler 2000: 43). 

Different examples of the use of Celtic ornaments can also be found in 

religious clothes, such as the chasuble from the set of mourning vestments 

designed for the Honan Chapel by Ethel Josephine Scally in 1916. The back of 

this chasuble shows Celtic interlace embroidered in white and silver on a black 

underground.104 Scally also designed a white stole for the Honan Chapel in 

1916 which showed Celtic interlace, and another of her designs for the Honan 

Chapel was a chasuble with Celtic interlace and symbols of the Evangelists 

which were taken from the Book of Kells (Sheehy 1980: 118). The Dun Emer 

Guild made a chasuble for the Loughrea Cathedral that also shows Celtic 

                                                 
104 See plate 12. 
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ornament. In the domain of the church it was not only gowns that were 

decorated after Celtic models, but also tapestry dossals; an example, designed 

by Evelyn Gleeson and Katherine MacCormack c. 1917 for the Honan Chapel, 

shows the symbol of St. Luke from the Book of Kells (Sheehy 1980: 134). 

Other examples inspired by Celtic ornaments from ancient manuscripts are 

those of a silver incense boat and a monstrance, made by Edmond Johnson in 

1916 for the Honan Chapel,105 and an altar card in the same Chapel, which was 

illuminated by Joseph Tierney and also shows Celtic interlace. 

In addition to this, everyday utensils were designed using Celtic 

decoration, as a silver sugar sifter and sugar bowl shows. The sifter bears 

Celtic interlace and animal ornaments, whereas the bowl is a very close 

imitation of the Ardagh Chalice.106  

Celtic interlace also became very common on book covers in the 

nineteenth century, as shown by Margaret Stokes’s design for the title page of 

Samuel Ferguson’s The Cromlech on Howth (1861); the capital “T” in the form 

of a dragon is drawn directly from the Book of Kells, and it is embellished on 

the inside with decorations from the books of Kells and Durrow.107 

The Ardagh Chalice and the Tara brooch are often used as models for 

jewellery. The Tara Brooch was found in 1850 and sold to Waterhouse and 

Co., a Dublin jewellery company. A great deal of jewellery was based on this 

model, not only by Waterhouse, but also by other manufacturers such as West 

and Son of College Green, who registered patterns for Celtic brooches in 1849 

and had a large exhibition at the Crystal Palace in 1851 (Sheehy 1980: 87). The 

Tara Brooch became a symbol for Ireland and can be seen as one of the key 

objects in relation to the Celtic Revival. Brooches and bracelets of the Tara-

type (like the “Tara Bracelet”) “became an essential feature of any attempt at 

creating Irish costume” (McCrum 1993: 39). 

The given examples show that the Celtic past was not only revived and 

represented in literature in order to create a sense of uniqueness and 

nationalism among the Irish, but also in many other areas of life as well.  

As can be seen from the numerous examples in which Celtic ornament and 

Celtic symbols are used not only in architecture, but also in textile and other 

                                                 
105 See plate 13. 
106 See plate 14. 
107 See plate 15. 
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arts and crafts, the Celtic past played an immense role in the Irish national 

symbolism of that time. As MacLaughlin (2001: 151) points out: 

“[t]hose engaged in these crafts literally created and built the 
macro and micro environments that were the embodiment of an 
increasingly nationalist Ireland.”  
 

The Celtic Revival in its material expression may not have had nationalist 

aspirations as its first aim (see for example the studies of Deane 1987 and 

Kiberd 1996), but it created a sense of the unique past of the Irish and their 

distinctiveness from the British by bringing the Celtic past of the Irish into the 

minds of the people. Celtic material and motifs, and symbols based on this 

Celtic material, had become pervasive. This claim to an independent past with 

an emphasis of the different “ethnic” backgrounds of the Irish and British can 

be seen in the Irish Catholic Directory of 1845:  

“We hope yet to see the day when the zealous piety of the 
people, guided by educated taste, will once more cover the face 
of the ‘Island of Saints’ with structures that shall emulate the 
sacred splendour of the august fanes which were the boast of 
‘Cashel of the Kings’ or of holy Mellifont, and whose ruins 
remain to attest the ruthless atrocity of our Saxon invaders” 
(quoted in Sheehy 1980: 69). 

 

Direct evidence that the Irish were seen as Celts at the time of the 

Independence movement comes from the novelist George Moore (1852-1933), 

who pointed out that “[t]he Celt wants a Renaissance, and badly” (Moore 1976: 

77). 

Other examples that link the material expressions of the Celtic revival 

with the view of the Irish as Celts or Gaels can be found in an inscription on 

the foundation stone of a small stone parish church in Spiddal, Co. Galway, 

which was designed by William Alphonsus Scott (1871-1921) and built 

between 1904 and 1907: 

“The Irish-Romanesque design of this church is by the architect 
William Scott, of Dublin; the outline and structure are after the 
model of the architecture of Eire in the days of the saints and 
ollamhs [learned men] before the coming of the Gall [foreigner].” 
 

According to one of the parish priests, the church was the beginning of a new 

school of Irish architecture, and the first attempt at a revival of the native 

architecture developed by the Gael before the coming of the Gall (Sheehy 

1980: 137f.). 
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After the successful establishment of the Celtic past as part of the 

cultural identity in Ireland, and its equally successful application as a means for 

political mobilisation, there came an increasing clamour of voices against this 

use of the Celtic past; Thomas Bodkin mentioned at the time of the sixth 

exhibition of the Art and Craft Society in 1921  

“that earlier exhibitions had had too much work based in Celtic 
ornament, and that a perverted patriotism had tended to poison 
taste” (quoted in Sheehy 1980: 169).  
 

The significance that the Arts and Craft Society gave to the Celtic motifs can 

also be seen in the theme of the Ode to Inisfail (written by T.W. Rolleston) 

which was sung at the opening of the first exhibition of the Arts and Crafts 

Society in 1896, especially in the second verse: 

Children of the Gaelic race, 
Yours was once the gift divine –  
Masters of the magic line, 
Yours with tireless hand to trace 
Beauty through her winding ways. 
Cherish, then, the golden dream! 
Follow, then, the far off gleam! 
Guard your heritage of grace! 
Your faith, your patience, never fail, 
Your hope, your joy, your deathless dream, Holy Inisfail!  
(quoted in Sheehy 1980: 152). 

 

The trend of criticising this tendency to adopt a distinct and unique style that 

should serve the independent nation from the ancient Celtic tradition was 

continued by Oswald Reeves in the preface for the catalogue of the seventh 

(and last) exhibition of the Arts and Craft Society in 1925. As Sheehy 

mentions, “[t]here was, by 1925, a reaction against the use of Celtic ornament, 

[…] a feeling that you did not create an Irish art simply by reviving forms 

characteristic of Ireland in ancient times” (op. cit.: 170). 

But even if the imitation of the ancient Celtic style as model for a new 

Irish art was under critique, the use of Celtic ornaments and Celtic motifs 

continued to serve as political symbols and memorials after the establishment 

of the Free State. 
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4.6 Celtic motifs in the aftermath of the Independence 

Despite the critique of Bodkin and Reeves on the use of Celtic motifs in 

Ireland, Celtic motifs and ornament continued to be used and played a 

significant role in memorials especially. 

The statue of Cú Chulainn108 was one of the first public monuments to be 

erected in commemoration of the Easter Rising of 1916. It was unveiled on the 

21st of April 1935, the day of the nineteenth anniversary of the Rising in the 

General Post Office in Dublin. The then President Eamon de Valera declared in 

his address to the event “that only an Ireland free from foreign domination – 

North, South, East and West – would satisfy the aspirations of the Irish people” 

(Irish Times, 22nd of April 1935: 6). Oliver Sheppard modelled the memorial in 

1911/1912 as a bronze sculpture of Cú Chulainn, seen by the Irish nationalists 

as the prime example of the Celtic hero.109 The statue shows Cú Chulainn at 

the moment of his death. In order to be able to fight to his last breath, he had 

tied himself to a rock, his shield is fallen, his body halfway sagged. By 

choosing Cú Chulainn as the theme for his statue, Sheppard paid tribute to the 

Gaelic Revival that associated Gaelic culture with the Irish nation. In addition 

to that, he might also have done so in honour of Patrick Pearse and his  

“private mythology concerning the figure of Cuchulain, 
whom he valued as a hero loving honour and truthfulness and 
displaying great courage, and likened to a Christian martyr” 
(Hill 1998: 157). 
 

Celtic revivalists saw their romantic imaginations of an ancient and noble Irish 

society emblematised perfectly through the legend of Cú Chulainn and his 

heroic ideals. Modern “materialistic values” and political subservience to 

England were challenged through the myth of Cú Chulainn, his splendour and 

valiantness and his will to serve one’s people before one’s self. 

But Cú Chulainn was also seen as the defender of Ulster by those who 

disagreed with the ideology of the leaders of the Irish Free State and therefore a 

columnist in the Irish Times stated that it seemed  

“somewhat paradoxical that the warrior who had held so long 
the gap of Ulster against the southern hordes should now be 

                                                 
108 Depicted on the stamp in plate 16. 
109 For the representation of Cú Chulainn in „an almost Christ-like fashion“ see Whelan 2001: 
139. 
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adopted as the symbol by those whose object it is to bend his 
native province to their will” (quoted in Turpin 1994: 28). 
 

The opinion that Cú Chulainn was not an appropriate choice for the memorial 

also was advanced in the United Ireland Journal: 

“there is nothing told of Cúchulainn that would make a 
representation of his death a suitable symbol for the struggle 
and sacrifice of 1916” (United Ireland Journal, 20th of April 
1935: 1f.). 
 

But even though the statue of Cú Chulainn was rejected by some, it became an 

important site of national memory once it was erected in the public hall of the 

General Post Office. The link between the heroic past of Ireland and its 

present, already accentuated by the cultural nationalists in the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries, thus became affirmed once more. The erection of 

the Cú Chulainn statue in the General Post Office can be seen as part of the 

creation of a whole set of new heroes for the newly established nation state. 

Smith (1991: 66) mentions that concrete manifestations of national identity are 

crucial for the citizens of new nation states in order to create a common 

identity. A tradition of images and artefacts as well as the remembrance of 

individual heroes is seen in this context as a distinctive resource for the 

creation of such a common identity. 

The statue of Cú Chulainn was also used in 1991 for the commemoration 

of the 75th anniversary of the Easter Rising on a special issue stamp. The stamp 

depicts the head and upper part of the body of the statue and shows the text of 

the 1916 Proclamation declaring the establishment of the Irish Republic.110 

Another example is the Garden of Remembrance, north of O’Connell 

Street at Parnell Square in Dublin. The formal opening of this memorial took 

place on Easter Monday 1966. The project of the Garden started as soon as 

1935, when it was suggested that a site on the northern part of the Rotunda 

Gardens should be transferred into a memorial garden. The site was of 

symbolic character as it was the location where prisoners of the Rising of 1916 

had been held during the Easter Week. A design competition was launched in 

March 1940, but the outbreak of World War II postponed the consideration of 

the entries, so that the winning entry was only announced on the 20th of August 

1946. The winning entry had been submitted by the architect Daithí P. Hanley 

                                                 
110 See plate 16. 
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and the garden, including a sculpture by Oisin Kelly, was finished after many 

delays in 1971 (Bhreathnach-Lynch 1999: 161). The park is arranged around a 

pool in the form of a cross. While the form of the cross is the one of a Latin 

cross, the motifs on the floor of the pool link it with the Celtic past. The mosaic 

pattern of green and blue waves shows six various groups of Celtic weaponry 

based on early Irish Iron Age designs.111 As the throwing of weapons into 

water after a battle is seen as a common practice among the ancient European 

Celts112, this design links the people that died in the Easter Rising with the 

mythological heroes of the Celtic past. The railings around the pool show 

copies of artefacts that are held in the National Museum in Dublin, among 

them the Brian Boru harp (the Irish State Harp) and a curved ancient Celtic 

trumpet (Loughnashade trumpet).113 

The large sculpture by Oisin Kelly located on a platform at the end of the 

pool is based on the theme of the “Children of Lir”, an Irish legend in which 

four children are turned into swans by their stepmother.114 The statue depicts 

the moment when the children turn into swans, and the magical theme was 

supposed to underline the imaginativeness of the Irish and their close 

attachment to mythology (Hill 1998: 158).  

But Celtic motifs were not only used for memorials of the Rising – they 

were also used for particular persons, as the Cenotaph for Michael Collins, 

Arthur Griffith and Kevin O’Higgins on Leinster Lawn in Dublin shows. The 

monument was designed by George Atkinson, who was headmaster of the 

Dublin Metropolitan School of Art from 1918-1941. The raising of the 

monument was organised by Cumann na nGaedheal, the party that led the first 

government of the Irish Free State and had an intention to “Gaelicise” the new 

state.115 A Celtic cross – obvious symbol of the party’s aspiration – was chosen 

as the form of the cenotaph. A Gaelic inscription was to be seen in the centre of 

the cross116 (op. cit.: 153).  

                                                 
111 See plate 17. 
112 For this practice see for example James 1993: 94; Green 1992: 129f. 
113 See plate 18. 
114 See plate 19. 
115 This party should not be confused with the association Cumann na nGaedheal that was 
founded in 1900 by Arthur Griffith to coordinate the powers of the Gaelic movement and to 
fight for independence from the British (Hunt 1979: 16). 
116 The inscription reads “Cum Gloire Dé agus Onóra na hÉireann” (“For the glory of God and 
honour of Ireland”). 
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On the one hand, the choice of the Celtic High Cross as main structure 

for the cenotaph shows the link of the new Ireland with its ancient past, prior to 

the conquests by Normans and Anglo-Saxons. On the other hand, it shows its 

link with the Roman Catholic faith, as shown in a press release in the Irish 

Times issued before the unveiling of the cenotaph in August 1923 which states 

that the cross was chosen to reflect the personal religious beliefs of the men, 

who were Roman Catholic.117 Because the cement-covered timber structure of 

the monument did not quite fit into the surroundings of the memorial, it was 

replaced after World War II by a monument in the form of an obelisk, which 

was completed in 1950, even though the revival of Gaelic culture was still a 

main goal of the government (now under Eamon de Valera) (op. cit.: 153f.). 

Versions of the ancient Celtic high crosses – which had been erected in 

cemeteries since the mid-nineteenth century and which showed an awareness 

of the Gaelic past (op. cit.: 181) – also played a role in monuments that were 

erected after 1921. 

Several of these crosses were erected as monuments, for example on an 

ambush site at Islandeady, Co. Mayo and the Republican memorial at St. Ibar’s 

Cemetery near Wexford. Another example is the cross that was erected in 

Murroe in May 1923, carved by William Gaffney and which combines the 

general Celtic form of the cross with a primarily Catholic inspiration (ibid.).  

Whereas the Celtic Cross was often used in monuments to commemorate 

independence and was later used as one of the main forms of First World War 

memorials, mythological figures from the Celtic past were used less often. The 

reason for this was that Celtic myths were regarded by some as pagan and 

therefore seemed to be inappropriate for Catholic Ireland. The Gaelic Revival, 

which was initially supposed to provide a basis on which both Catholics and 

Protestants could build a cultural identity, became more and more “the property 

of Catholic nationalists” (op. cit.: 187). 

Celtic interlace was used in general to decorate inscriptions, plaques and 

commemorative walls – for example the wall erected at Kilmichael, Co. Cork, 

at the site of an ambush, and the one that was erected at Crossbarry near 

Bandon, Co. Cork, also the site of an ambush. The centre of both walls shows a 

                                                 
117 Irish Times, 14th of August 1923: 7. 
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cross with Celtic interlace ornament. Celtic interlace is also used on a 

monument that was erected in 1939 on a traffic island in Midleton, Co. Cork. 

The examples mentioned above show that attempts to strengthen a 

particular Irish cultural identity based upon the Celtic past (and Catholicism, 

but that is a different issue) continued after 1921, particularly through the use 

of Celtic motifs in monuments and memorials.  

 

 

4.7 Celtic identity (re)constructed 

The discovery of Ireland’s Celtic past during the course of the Independence 

movement can be seen as a particular form of “ethnic revival”118, in which the 

alleged solidarity of the community due to the “ethnic” past of the Irish as 

Celts was romanticised and used to create a legitimate base for the fight for 

independence. 

The Celtic Revival, which can be seen as one of the most important steps 

in (re)inventing the Celtic identity of Ireland, was one of many historical 

revivals in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Other historical revivals 

that can be seen in the same context are, for example, the Egyptian and 

Palladian Revivals as well as the flourishing of Orientalism. Edelstein, Born & 

Taylor (1992: XIII) describe the Celtic Revival as a “specific manifestation of 

the Gothic Revival”. However, one of the differences between the Celtic 

Revival and other historical revivals of the same period is the celebration of 

“indigenous cultural achievements” (ibid.).  

Neckel (1995: 217; 1997: 260) speaks of “political ethnicity” as strategic 

resource of mobilisation in the interior competition of equals for the same 

within a given society.119 In Ireland, “political ethnicity” was used as a source 

of mobilisation for the Independence movement, as the Celtic past was used to 

create a feeling of independence and even superiority to the British. Therefore 

a cultural identity was created (or recreated) that referred to a Celtic past and 

concentrated on the mythological background and on (the Celtic) language to 

                                                 
118 The scientific establishment of the term “ethnic revival” took place with the book “The 
ethnic revival” by Smith (1981) at the latest. See also Hettlage, Deger & Wagner (eds., 1997) 
for a discussion of the term in the German-speaking discussion. 
119 See also Sollors 1989, 1996; Erdheim 1988. 
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generate a feeling of belongingness and legitimacy for an independent nation-

state.  

The cultural identity that was fabricated through the Celtic Revival was 

highly based on the romantic ideas of the Celts which started to develop in the 

eighteenth century. This idea of the Celtic forefathers of the Irish is well shown 

in Thomas D’Arcy McGee’s poem “The Celts”: 

“Long, long ago, beyond the misty space 
Of twice a thousand years, 
In Erin old there dwelt a mighty race 
Taller than Roman spears […]”  
(quoted in Greene 1954b: 79). 
 

The roots for this image of the Celts and the revitalisation of the Celtic past lay 

in the 1740’s, when a small group of enthusiasts started to collect ancient Irish 

dress and armour, legal manuscripts, folklore and poetry and began to 

speculate about the archaeological and philological roots of the Irish race 

(Hutchinson 1987: 55, cp. McDowell 1979: 152-154). 

It can be argued that the Celts had come into the wider consciousness of 

the people with the Fragments of ancient poetry, collected in the Highlands of 

Scotland, and Translated from the Galic [sic.] or Erse Language published by 

James Macpherson in 1760, even though the fascination with the ancient Gaels 

or Celts antedates this publication. Other publications of Macpherson included 

Fingal: An Ancient Epic Poem in Six Books, composed by Ossian the Son of 

Fingal (1761); Temora: An Ancient Epic Poem, in Eight Books, together with 

several poems, compiled by Ossian, Son of Fingal, Translated from the Gaelic 

Language (1763) (these three are reprinted in The Poems of Ossian 1857). 

The Fragments claimed to be the remains of an original epic written by a 

bard, Ossian, son of Fingal, in the third century AD. Macpherson portrayed 

himself as the translator of the original work, and after the Fragments he 

published the long epic poems Fingal and Temora in the following years. The 

positive interest and fascination with the Celts can be observed “in all non-

English parts of the British Isles”, resulting for example in the establishment of 

societies like Cóimhthionól Gaedhilge in Dublin in 1752120 and Cymmrodorion 

in Wales in 1751 (Leerssen 1996a: 383). Celtic antiquity was also studied 

eagerly on the continent by societies like the Académie des inscriptions. So, at 
                                                 
120 Cóimhthionól Gaedhilge was a society that was founded to protect the Irish language. Other 
than that, little is known about the society (Leerssen 1996a: 383). 
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the time Macpherson’s Ossian appeared, positive interest in the Celts had 

already spread. But it was the success of the Ossian created by Macpherson 

that laid the basis for the new positive image of the Celts (op. cit.: 391-402). 

Other societies that were dedicated to the study of Ireland’s culture followed 

1806 (Gaelic Society of Dublin), 1818 (Iberno-Celtic Society), 1843 (Celtic 

Society) and 1853 (Ossianic Society) (Boyce 1996: 229). The search for the 

Celtic past resulted in the study of mythology by these societies. The Ossianic 

Society, for example, concentrated on publishing material about the Fianna and 

“move[d] into the attempt to create a national identity based on the Gaelic 

language and culture” (Boyce 2004: 204).  

So the romantic image of the Celts, which had little in common with the 

actual circumstances, can be seen as a construct of the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries. Through the work of Macpherson an image of the Celts 

came into existence that regarded the Celts as nature-loving, artistically 

talented and always willing to communicate with supernatural powers.121 Even 

though, according to Macpherson, the bard who had composed the poems was 

Scottish, the material of the “translations” included Irish heroes and events 

such as Cormac, King of Ireland and Cú Chulainn (Thuente 1994: 31). 

The Celtic character of Ireland that was hence constructed to form a part 

of the cultural identity of the Irish was used by the nationalist elites to mobilize 

the population in order to support their struggle for independence.122 As 

Hobsbawm (1983: 12) points out: “invented traditions, so far as possible, use 

history as a legitimator for action and cement of group cohesion”. This 

legitimising use of history can clearly be seen in Douglas Hyde’s lecture “The 

Necessity for De-Anglicising Ireland”: 

“[…] I believe it is our Gaelic past which […] is really at 
the bottom of the Irish heart, and prevents us becoming 
citizens of the empire as[…]” (Hyde 1894: 121). 
 

For the same reason the mid-nineteenth century Irish revolutionary nationalists, 

the Fenians, used the name of a mythological heroic cycle (The Fenian Cycle) 

that is connected with Fionn Mac Cumhail and the Fianna, to create a 

connection to the heroic age of the Celts; and Patrick Pearse, one of the leaders 

                                                 
121 This image of the Celts can still be seen in today’s New-Age-Scene, in which the teaching 
of “Celtic wisdom” is fairly widespread. 
122 For this instrumentally use of ethnicity/ cultural identity see for example Smith 1991: 20. 
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of the 1916 Easter Rising, turned to Cú Chulainn and the Táin Bó Cuailnge as a 

major inspiration for his nationalism (cp. Dudley Edwards 1968: 12). 

Cultural nationalism – in the form of creating a Celtic past to unite the 

Irish against the British – was catapulted into popularity not only through 

Hyde’s work with the Gaelic League, but also through the more professional 

antiquarian studies which systemised the study of Ireland’s past. This also 

created a new form of nationalist history, whereby the pre-Norman Celtic era 

was presented as the true Golden Age of Ireland (op. cit.: 201123). This Golden 

Age of Ireland, which was seen as the source for Irish distinctiveness in 

contrast to the English, can be seen in two time periods. For some, this Golden 

Age was provided in the Celtic legends of Fionn Mac Cumhail and Cú 

Chulainn, whereas others saw the Golden Age in the era after St. Patrick had 

Christianised Ireland. Those of the former mindset, like Standish O’Grady and 

Lady Augusta Gregory, sought to re-establish Ireland according to the 

aristocratic warrior society that was shown in the myths of the Fianna and the 

filidh. Those of the latter saw the Celtic arts and Christian literature from the 

time when Ireland was seen as the preserver of civilisation in the Dark Ages 

(O’Driscoll 1982a: XII) as model for the new and free Ireland. Therefore there 

was a twofold cult of Celtic heroes and Celtic Christianity that was supposed to 

show the Irish what they could regain and be like in a free and independent 

Ireland. 

In addition to the Celtic myths, archaeological objects were used to 

create the image of this Golden Age. Alice Stopford Green for example 

described the archaeological objects in the Dublin Museum and called them 

“relics of a heroic time” (Green 1911: 17), and Charles Gavan Duffy described 

the archaeological remains of Ireland as important evidence for the uniqueness 

of the Irish culture: 

“the illuminated copies of the Scripture, the crosiers and 
chalices which have come down to us from those days, the 
Celtic crosses and Celtic harps, the bells and tabernacles, are 
witnesses of a distinct and remarkable national culture” 
(Duffy 1882: 9f.). 
 

Another way of using the Celtic element for the purposes of cultural 

nationalism was to insist on the Celtic race as the true possessors of Ireland: 

                                                 
123 See also McCartney 1916. 
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[…] the Celtic race is presumably about to largely recover 
possession of its own country […]” (Hyde 1894: 128). 
 

The coming of the Gaels is seen as the last Celtic “invasion” of Ireland124 and 

nationalist historians tend to judge this invasion as a “good” one, in contrast to 

the post-Celtic invasions by Normans and Anglo-Saxons (Boyce 1996: 25). 

This might be because the Gaels composed, through their mythology (for 

example in the “Book of Invasions”), their own version of their history and put 

a positive image to this “invasion” of Ireland. It is also the first written form of 

history that is passed down, so that there are no negative opinions in written 

form about the “Celtic invasion”. Another consequence of this is that the Gaels 

were said to be “in occupation of Ireland since time immemorial” and all of the 

more important Irish families were said to be of Gaelic origin (op. cit.: 25). 

Thus, Ireland required an ancient pedigree, built upon this Celtic 

invasion of Ireland, in order to build a distinct identity and to promote the 

entitlement to the creation of an independent nation-state. But the description 

of the Irish as a “Celtic race” did not always have the image of something to be 

proud of. Anti-Irish writers of the nineteenth century – like Robert Knox – used 

the image of the Celtic race to prove the superiority of the English (Saxons) 

over the Irish and to articulate prejudices against the Irish:  

“I appeal to the Saxon men of all countries whether I am 
right or not in my estimate of the Celtic character. Furious 
fanaticism; a love of war and disorder; a hatred for order 
and patient industry; no accumulative habits; restless, 
treacherous, uncertain: look at Ireland” (Knox 1850: 27). 
 
“[…] the source of all evil lies in the race, the Celtic race of 
Ireland” (op. cit.: 253). 
 

In the same manner, Matthew Arnold, a member of the mid-Victorian 

bourgeoisie, wrote with the purpose of safeguarding the public order of the 

British Isles and therefore put a politically independent future for the Celts 

“beyond the bounds of possibility” (quoted in Cairns & Richards 1988: 46f.). 

Arnold emphasised that “there is nothing to hinder us from effacing the last 

poor material remains of that Celtic power which once was everywhere” 

(Arnold 1962: 298) and justified this in saying that the Celt had failed in both 

material civilisation and politics (op. cit.: 345f.). 
                                                 
124 Even though the extent of this “invasion” is questioned in contemporary archaeology, see 
for example James 1999 and Chapman 1992. 
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Even though Arnold was on the one hand complimentary towards the 

Celts, whom he granted a “lively nature” and a “pure, uncorrupted vitality”, he 

described them on the other hand as suffering “from a lack of steadiness, 

patience, sanity”, and thus subordinated the Celtic culture to the British one 

(Barczewski 2000: 110f.). He demanded that the Celts be assimilated as part of 

the superior British nation: “Let the Celtic members of this empire consider 

that they too have to transform themselves” (Arnold 1903: 83). 

The Celtic characteristics according to Arnold included eloquence, 

sensitivity, hospitality, extravagance, sociability and anarchy. According to his 

description the Celt “is sensual[,…] loves bright colours, company and 

pleasure” (op. cit.: 105). He also mentioned the love of the Celts for emotional 

music and poetry and their strong feeling for nature (op. cit.: 100-108). 

These characteristics entered popular understandings of Celticness, as 

can be seen on the editorial in The Economist of April 1848. After emphasising 

the racial distinction between Irish and English (“Thank God we are Saxons!”) 

it gives a list of Celtic characteristics, including wildness, an affinity to 

violence and old traditions, extravagance and recklessness (Anonym 1848: 

477). 

But on the other hand the “Celtic race” has also been used as a concept 

of self-identity, as in the case of the Irish rediscovery of their own Celtic past. 

The writings of Ernest Renan, who claimed Breton-Celtic for himself, may be 

taken as one example of this (Castle 2001: 47). Renan had significant influence 

on Irish writers and intellectuals in the later nineteenth and early twentieth 

century. He presented the Celt as the producer of civility and culture in saying 

that  

“[t]his ancient race, living […] its own life in some obscure islands 
and peninsulas in the West […] still faithful to its own tongue, to its 
own memories, to its own genius […] is in possession of a literature 
which, in the Middle Ages, exercised an immense influence, 
changed the current of European civilisation and imposed its poetical 
motives on nearly the whole of Christendom” (Renan 1897: 2). 
 

According to Renan, the Celts had not only “a profound sense of justice, but 

also a great capacity for devotion, and exquisite loyalty” (op. cit.: 14f.).125  

                                                 
125 The presentation of the Celts of Ireland as producers of civility can also be found in the 
contemporary book of Thomas Cahill How the Irish saved civilization (1995), in which the role 
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In accordance to this, Irish nationalists like Arthur Griffith, one of the founders 

of Sinn Féin, saw the Celtic races as superior to the Saxons and mentioned the 

“Celtic pre-eminence” (Davis 1974: 144).  

The study of “races” became popular at that time, and the importance of 

race in the definition of any national identity was widespread. Therefore the 

idea of an “Irish race” was widely accepted by the leading figures of cultural 

nationalism and promoters of the revival of the Celtic past – especially as it 

was “defined on the basis of what the Anglo-Saxon race was not” 

(Moran 1997: 58). At the time of the Home Rule movement, the idea of the 

racial differences between Saxon (English) and Celt (Irish) was well 

established, and “Saxon was the name for Fiend” (in United Ireland, 10th of 

July 1886).  

The study of Celtic mythology was a particularly important source for 

this revival of an older ethnic culture, as the rediscovery of ancient Celtic 

material allowed Irish nationalists to create – or recreate – a heroic past for the 

Irish that could be used as an idealized model for the Irish national identity 

after the achievement of independence (cp. Lanters 2003: 178). Celtic Ireland – 

according to Boyce (2004: 199) – could include the different groups that 

shaped the modern Irish history; as these different groups always existed in 

insecurity, they were pushed to search for their roots and their identity. Celtic 

Ireland and its heroes provided images that could be used as models to instil 

confidence and self-respect in these groups. The hero-figures of Cú Chulainn 

and Fionn were just two of the manifestations of this heroism.  

Celticness was seen as a way of bringing the different people of Ireland 

together, or was at least used by the different groups in Ireland with that 

purpose in mind. The Protestants used it in their attempts to maintain their 

status as political elite; therefore they reached back into history to when the 

aristocratic elite of the Gaels led the country. They even came to identify the 

ancient Gaels as their ancestors (Comerford 2003: 65). So in this case the 

reinvention of Celtic Ireland was used as a means by a political elite to 

legitimise its status. The Catholic nationalists on the other hand reached to the 

Celtic past of Ireland to create a unique national spirit that was foremost 

characterised as non-English. Patrick Pearse found heroic warriors who did not 
                                                                                                                                 
of the Irish Celtic monks as preservers of knowledge and civilization in the Dark Ages is 
emphasised. 
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suffer defeat and destruction in the mythology of pre-Christian Ireland, and 

Standish O’Grady and William Butler Yeats hoped to find in the mythology of 

Celtic Ireland images to which both Irish and Anglo-Irish could look back with 

pride and in which they could find unity through a common mythology related 

to the country in which they both lived. 

Moran (1997: 67) mentions that the Celtic Revival had failed by 1912 

and had only heightened “some people’s awareness of their cultural heritage”. 

Even though it might have failed in the sense that it had not led to national or 

cultural independence at the time, the heightening of the people’s awareness of 

their cultural heritage was anything but a failure. On the contrary, the Celtic 

Revival in all its dimensions – literary, artistic and political – has provided the 

basis for a cultural independence of Ireland that is still felt by Irish people 

today. The connection with the Celtic past of Ireland is so deep that items 

which would usually be described as “Celtic” are often just denoted as “Irish”.  

The reinvention of the Celtic identity of Ireland in the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries had a nationalist purpose. The leading figures of 

cultural nationalism were engaged in political struggle and their crucial project 

was to create an image of “the other” to reinforce the legitimacy of “us” (= the 

independent Irish nation). The research into the Celtic past and the Celtic 

mythology, as well as the linguistic studies of the Gaelic language and the 

efforts to strengthen the language, created a widespread awareness of the Celtic 

myths and traditions of the Irish and therefore helped to create “the idea of an 

ethnic nation” in the minds of the Irish people (Smith 1991: 12). The 

importance of the ethnic and cultural independence as opposed to mere 

political independence is also shown in the words of Michael Collins: 

“It was not only by the British armed occupation that Ireland 
was subdued. It was by means of the destruction, after great 
effort, of our Gaelic civilisation. This destruction brought upon 
us almost the loss of nationality itself. For the last 100 years or 
more Ireland has been a nation in little more than in name” 
(Collins 1968: 95). 
 

Even though the concept of the Celts is today brought into question by various 

scholars (see for example Chapman 1992 and James 1999), it has been 

invented successfully in Ireland as one of the most powerful images linking an 

ancient heritage with the modern world. Today there is little doubt in the public 

opinion that Ireland, Wales and Scotland are so-called Celtic countries. Recent 
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years have even seen an increase in interest in all things Celtic, which can be 

seen for example in the sustained efforts to strengthen the Celtic language in 

Ireland (for example through the launch of the Irish language television 

channel TG4 on 31st of October 1996), Wales (the formation of the Welsh 

Language Boards in December 1993) and Brittany (the launch of TV Breizh, 

the Breton-language television, on the 1st of September 2000), the promotion of 

Celtic music, art and dance (in whatever forms the different promoters 

understand them to be) and the fostering of a cultural Pan-Celticism. The 

reinvention of the Celt in the political context is a process that began in the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries, but Celtic identity politics have their place 

in contemporary politics too (as can be seen in the separateness of Scotland and 

Wales within the United Kingdom).  

But Celticness is used in so many different contexts it seems obvious that 

it has different meanings in each context, as well as different meanings for the 

various people who use this “label”. While the Celticness of the Irish people 

was reinvented in the nineteenth and twentieth century in a clear outline and 

with the particular purpose to create “otherness” and legitimacy in contrast to 

the English, it is used today for a variety of purposes. 

To explain these different meanings of Celticness today – and therefore 

the contemporary application and representation of the Celtic past as a part of 

the cultural identity in Ireland – the following chapters will give an overview 

over the different domains in which “Celticness” is used today. 
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5 Contemporary application and representation of “Celtic” 

identity 

5.1 “Celtic” in contemporary Ireland – an introducing overview  

Before the application and meaning of “Celtic” identity in contemporary 

Ireland can be examined, the different areas in which images of this Celtic 

identity are used must be described. The following section shall provide a short 

overview of the different contexts and areas in which this term is used today 

and the different associations it has within these domains. 

The areas which shall be investigated include the fields of education, 

religion, presentation of Ireland to the outside, modern politics, tourism 

industry, business and enterprise, and jewellery (as an overlap of both the 

tourism industry and general business). 

As the following sections will show, there are numerous examples in all 

these different areas in which Celticness is used in one way or another. 

However, it should be taken into account that the general enthusiasm 

surrounding the terms “Celtic” and “Celts” in their different meanings is not 

restricted to Ireland. The exhibition “I Celti” for example presents the Celts as 

the spiritual fathers of the European community (Mansuelli 1991: 13f.). This 

enthusiasm for the Celts is according to Cunliffe 

“the New Celtomania, which provides a vision of a European 
past to comfort us at a time when ethnic divisions are 
becoming a painful and disturbing reality” (Cunliffe 1997: 19).  
 

According to this statement, the Celts could be seen as uniting the different 

people and cultures within Europe. Yet it is exactly the Celticness of Ireland 

that is held to represent the distinctiveness of Ireland within the European 

context:  

“If we do not have the Celtic culture we are just another 
European country. The Celtic culture makes us stand out a bit” 
(Interview, 7th of March 2005). 
 

The term Celtic can also have a purely geographical meaning and is then used 

“to refer to regional innovations or conservations or shared experiences”. This 

meaning of the term Celtic is expressed in the concept of the “Celtic Fringe” 
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which is used to characterize one area on the basis of its distinctiveness from 

another area (Sims-Williams 1998: 10f.126). 

This meaning of Celtic as a mere geographical concept was also 

expressed in the St. Patrick’s Day Parade in Galway (17th of March 2005). The 

Scottish, Breton and Welsh groups that took part in the parade were introduced 

as the “Celtic relatives” of the Irish. In addition, on the eve of St. Patrick’s Day 

a musical event – “The Gathering of the Celtic Tribes” – took place in Galway. 

This was described as an event that should “make our international guests feel 

welcome” and should emphasise “the Celtic inclusiveness of St. Patrick’s Day” 

(www.galway.net/galwayguide/news/2005/02/stpatrick20050228). Therefore, 

different interest groups seem to construct different concepts of Celtic identity 

for themselves (cp. Merriman 2000: 300) – which can be seen in accordance 

with the theory of ethnic groups as situational interest groups (Cohen 1969: 4, 

cp. Cohen 1974).  

 

 

5.2 The role of Celticness in formal education 

Formal education is one of the institutions in Western society that has an 

important function for socialisation and enculturalisation. Therefore to 

investigate the role that Celtic culture plays in contemporary Irish society, it is 

helpful to see how far Celtic or Gaelic culture is a topic in formal education. 

Before the establishment of the Free State, Sophie Bryant127, one of the 

key-figures in the Irish National education movement, had published The 

genius of the Gael: a study of Celtic psychology and its manifestations in 1913. 

With this book, she intended to show the “fundamental qualities of the Celtic 

mind” that led to particular characteristics of the Irish. The Gaels were seen by 

her as forming the nucleus of the Irish nation and giving Irish nationalism “its 

all-pervading and most expansive spirit” (Bryant 1913: 20). This tone was 

continued after the establishment of the Free State in 1922, and Celticness was 

supposed to play a major role in Irish education. Michael Collins tried to 

rebuild Gaelic traditions in games, pastimes, and cultural pursuits 

                                                 
126 See also Hechter 1975. 
127 Sophie Bryant was born in Dublin of English descent. She spent most of her childhood in 
County Fermanagh, Ireland (Boyce 2004: 207). 
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(Collins 1968: 18), and Eamon de Valera saw Ireland as an independent nation 

built by the descendants of a great race and a great tradition – namely that of 

the Celts (Boyce 1996: 351).  

The idea of the exclusivity of the Irish (Celtic) race in opposition to the 

English (Saxons) was also reinforced in a history schoolbook published in 

1921 (Irish history for the junior grade classes. The defence of our Gaelic 

civilisation, 1460-1660). Here the Gaels are differentiated from the Anglo-Irish 

and Saxon, and the (failed) attempt to destroy the national characteristics of the 

Irish through cultural assimilation with the English is described 

(Concannon 1921: 240f.). This book represented a new “triumphal history” 

(McBride 2003: 102) that was the history of choice for the educational policy-

makers in the provisional government and the Irish Free State.128  

As the continued creation of a distinctive cultural identity was one of the 

central tasks for the new state’s government, one of the main features in 

education was “Gaelicization” – an issue favoured by Professor Timothy 

Corcoran, who was a powerful voice in the government’s education and 

Gaelicization policies in the new state. He therefore wrote in the extremist 

Catholic Bulletin: 

“The Irish nation is the Gaelic nation; its language and 
literature is the Gaelic language; its history is the history of 
the Gael. All other elements have no place in Irish national 
life, literature and tradition, save as far as they are 
assimilated into the very substance of Gaelic speech, life and 
thought” (quoted in Brown 2004: 63). 
 

School history books in the Free State continued to use the legend of the 

Milesians to explain the origin of the Irish, and the Milesian legend was still 

taught in some schools in the 1960’s (Comerford 2003: 81). But even though 

there are Celtic topics in today’s schoolbooks (as will be shown below), the 

Milesian legend is no longer a topic in Irish schools – at least not as an 

explanation for the early settlement of the island. In today’s schoolbooks, the 

importance of the Celtic character of Ireland is not emphasised much, but 

“Celtic topics” are still part of the teaching curriculum.  

                                                 
128 For a detailed description of the change in educational politics in Ireland, especially 
regarding the teaching of history, see McBride 2003: 80-117. 



 103 

The Leaving Cert History Syllabus129 published by An Roinn Oideachais 

agus Eolaíochta (Department of Education and Science) mentions Gaelic 

society a few times in context of the period of early modern Ireland.  

Topic 1 in the section about early modern Ireland in the Syllabus is the 

period of “Reform and Reformation in Tudor Ireland, 1494-1558”. For this 

time period, reference to the Gaels is made in regard to economical structures 

(“Pastoralism, transhumance and Gaelic society”) and social structures (“The 

family and kin in Gaelic Ireland”, “Rich and poor: lords, freeholders and churls 

in Gaelic society”, “Women and marriage under Gaelic law”; Department of 

Education and Science 2003: 18). Reference to the Celts is also made in regard 

to the culture and religion of early modern Ireland (“The state of Gaelic 

culture: brehons, bards and annalists”, ibid.). 

References to the Gaelic culture of Ireland are also made within the next 

topics, always concerning early Irish society, economy, and religion (op. cit.: 

19-21, 23). 

The National Council for Curriculum and Assessment lists in the 

Leaving Certificate Religious Education, Guidelines for Teachers in the first 

part of Section B (“The return to origins”) “the contemporary interest in Celtic 

spirituality in Ireland” among the examples that are supposed to be used to 

explain different religious traditions (National Council for Curriculum and 

Assessment 2005: 26). 

Among the recommended literature for the section “The pattern of 

return” is the chapter “Celtic Monks and Culdee Reform” (O Fiaich 1995130), 

and in Section C (“World Religions”) under paragraph 1.2 (“Primal religion – 

The nature of primal religion and its importance for the study of religion”) the 

recommended student activities include the following: 

“Look in your own area for examples of early Celtic religions 
and its influences on the development of Christianity. […] 
Prepare a ritual in traditional style – look at sacred sites, totem 
poles, how the shaman dressed, the Mayan Cross, Celtic 

                                                 
129 The Leaving Certificate (Leaving Cert) is the higher education entrance qualification in the 
Republic of Ireland, equivalent to the A-Levels in Great Britain or the Abitur in Germany.  
130 

In the guidelines this reference is given as “O’Dwyer, P. ‘Celtic Monks and Culdee’” 
(op.cit.: 27), but this chapter is actually written by O Fiaich, while O’Dwyer has written the 
following chapter in the book (“Protestantism and Scottish Highland culture”). Another 
resource book that is suggested is Pre-Christian Ireland. From the First Settlers to the Early 
Celts (Harbison 1988; op. cit.: 116). 
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prayers, etc.” (National Council for Curriculum and 
Assessment 2005: 41). 
 

To explain and illustrate the term “sacred time” in the paragraph “Contexts for 

prayers”, different examples are mentioned: 

“[t]he longest and shortest days of the year; new moon, full 
moon; harvest festivals. In Celtic tradition there were four key 
festivals associated with four key times; Samhain (1st Nov), 
Imbolg (1st Feb), Bealtaine (1st May), Lughnasa (1st Aug)” 
(op. cit.: 85). 
 

There is also reference to the passage grave of Newgrange, which is mentioned 

in the following paragraph (“National evidence for pre-Christian religion in 

Ireland – Archaeological evidence of national significance”) as “the best 

known Irish monument from prehistoric times”. Even though it is mentioned 

that it was built about 3000 BC, it is also said that  

“it was taken over by Celts, and it is Celtic gods and 
goddesses who are associated with it in Irish mythology” (op. 
cit.: 116).131  
 

There are more examples in the guidelines and many of the resources that are 

recommended are concerned with Celtic culture in Ireland, so that there is no 

doubt that Celtic culture still is of certain significance in formal education in 

Ireland, especially in the sectors history and religion. Most of the people 

interviewed for this study also affirmed that the Celts had been an important 

element in their school education and agreed that it is important for Irish 

children to learn “something about the Celts”. It is also remarkable that many 

could not remember having learned anything about other (ancient) cultural 

groups in Ireland.  

The example of a history schoolbook shall give further evidence of the 

role Celticness plays in contemporary school education. Newgrange is taught 

as being Neolithic (O’Leary 1994: 5f.), yet it is seen as Celtic by most of the 

Irish people. The triple spiral is one feature of Newgrange that is emphasised in 

schoolbooks (op. cit.: 6), and not mentioned as being Celtic, but this too is seen 

as Celtic by most Irish people.  

As a first point mentioned in the passage about the Celts one can find the 

description of their “Warfare” as “[t]he Irish Celts loved fighting” (op. cit.: 10). 

                                                 
131 For the description of Newgrange as being Celtic see also chapter 5.5.1. 
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But the Celts are not mentioned in this schoolbook in the following sections 

about “Early Christian Ireland” (op. cit.: 33-37) or “The Middle Ages” (op. cit.: 

37-48). 

Most people learned about the Celtic legends and the mythological 

heroes in school in context with the teaching of the Irish language. So here 

again the connection between language and the Celtic heritage of Ireland can 

be found. But even though Celtic topics are included in syllabi and teaching 

guidelines, other cultural groups are also part of formal education in Ireland.  

Nevertheless, the feeling that Celtic culture is of great significance for 

Irish cultural identity is emphasised through the widespread opinion among 

Irish people that it is important that children learn something about Celtic 

culture and the Celtic history of Ireland. Even though most of the people that 

were interviewed for this study do not remember much about what they learned 

about the Celts in school (yet many remember the Celts as the only cultural 

group they were taught about), they all pointed out that children should learn 

about the Celts in school. It was furthermore emphasised that children should 

read the Celtic tales – the ones surrounding Cú Chulainn and Fionn mac 

Cumhail were mentioned especially in this context. 

 

 

5.3 The role of Celticness in the religious environment 

Religion is traditionally an important aspect of life in Ireland, and after the 

achievement of independence, the Catholic Church maintained to have great 

influence in the new nation. The significance of the Catholic Church to the 

Irish Nation State has decreased in the last years – due to internal scandals and 

increasing loss of faith among the younger generation (see Dillon 2002: 50) – 

and there has been an increased secularisation undermining the “fusion of 

nationalism and religion” (White 2000: 3). Nevertheless, the church (and 

religion in general) still plays an important role in social life in Ireland. 

Celticness in the religious environment of Ireland is on the one hand 

defined by the characteristics of early Christian Church in Ireland and is in this 

case based on what is known about this church from historic writings and 

church records. In this sense, Celtic Christianity may have started with the 
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sending of Palladius to Ireland in 431 AD, as mentioned in the Chronicles of 

Prosper of Aquitaine (Davies 1999: 16). 

On the other hand, it can be seen as a contemporary “‘alternative’ form 

of Christianity” (Meek 2002: 251). As such, Celtic Christianity is based on a 

particular view of history and culture which is characterised by a retrospective 

view of Celtic tradition. This romantic view of Celtic Christianity is mainly 

based on the image of the Celts espoused by scholars such as Arnold and 

Renan, and Macpherson’s “Ossian” in the eighteenth century. Contemporary 

writers about Celtic Christianity (as Ian Bradley, David Adam and Esther de 

Waal) base their works on studies and translations that were written at the turn 

of the twentieth century. These writers create a picture of an alternative Celtic 

culture which is largely aimed at “outsiders”, i.e. members of “non-Celtic” 

societies. As Meek (op. cit.: 252) points out, these outsiders continue to impose 

a spiritual colonisation upon the “Celtic Fringe”. 

Ian Bradley describes Celtic Christianity in its modern form in The 

Celtic Way (1993). He puts particular emphasis on the fact that “[t]hey [the 

Celts] lived close to nature, close to the elements, close to God […]” 

(Bradley 1993: 30) and therefore stresses an aspect of modern “Celtic 

Christianity” that is among the most frequently highlighted: the particular 

significance of nature. Closeness to nature is stressed by most authors who 

write about Celtic Christianity132, even though the early Christian Celts 

certainly did not share this perspective of a harmonious relationship with their 

natural environment. On the contrary, it can be said that the early Celtic 

Christians were among the first founders of town-like structures (comp. 

Meek 2002: 254). 

Followers of “Celtic Christianity” point to statements like the following 

one to justify their affinity to the natural world: “Columkille133 […] like Ossian 

and the Pagan Irish, was enthusiastically alive to the beauty of the nature” 

(Hyde 1895: 148). Celtic scholars reinforced statements like this less than a 

decade later. Kuno Meyer wrote in his Selections from Ancient Irish Poetry 

that “[t]o seek out and watch and love Nature, in its tiniest phenomena as in its 

                                                 
132 So for example Sellner 1999: 136f.  
133 Columkille (Colm Cille) was one of the most renowned churchmen in Ireland in the sixth 
century. He was the founder of the famous Iona monastery as well as of the monastery in 
Durrow (see Ó Ríordáin 1999: 25-31). 
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grandest, was given to no people so early and so fully as to the Celt” (quoted in 

Meek 2002: 255). Eleanor Hull, former student of Meyer, took this view on 

and wrote in her Poem-Book of the Gael (Hull 1912: XX):  

“His [the Irish monk’s] joy in nature grew with his loving 
association with her moods. […] The pool beside his hut, the 
rill that flowed across his green, became to his watchful eye 
the manifestation of a divine spirit washing away sin”.  
 

This idea of the nature-loving Celtic Christian who lives in close relationship 

with his environment – a kind of early representation of an environmentalist – 

was taken over by present-day writers, who see in this admiration of nature one 

of the basic distinctive features of Celtic Christianity. Another main feature is 

the opinion that the early Celts did not have complex social structures of any 

kind. As “simple and uncomplicated souls”, the Celts became role models for 

an anti-hierarchical movement that might be appealing to “burnt-out clerics in 

present-day national churches” (Meek 2002: 258-260). 

Another feature that is stressed repeatedly by modern writers in the field 

of Celtic Christianity is the tolerance of the Celts. As de Waal (1991: 68) 

writes:  

“The anti-pagan violence and admonitions of the councils in 
sixth-century Gaul and Spain, which were nothing less than a 
conflict between man and nature, had no place in the Celtic 
approach to God.” 
 

But tolerance cannot be seen as a natural characteristic of early Celtic 

Christianity, as it is said that Celtic saints cursed any recalcitrants or opponents 

to death on more than one occasion (Meek 2002: 265).  

To create a picture of early Celtic Christianity, most modern writers 

count on sources like the Carmina Gadelica134 and a few well known Early 

Irish hymns and poems, but there is no thorough scholarly description of the 

character and the teachings of early Celtic Christianity. This might be one 

reason for the description of modern Celtic Christianity as “the theologically 

misty Middle Ground” (op. cit.: 267). 

                                                 
134 The Carmina Gadelica was a collection of Celtic prayers, charms, hymns, incantations, 
blessings, omens and other literary-folkloric poems and songs that were collected in the Gaelic-
speaking regions of Scotland between 1855 and 1910 by amateur folklorist Alexander 
Carmichael. They were originally published in six volumes. Carmichael himself admits that 
many of these are Pagan in origin with only a thin Christian overlay (cp. Carmichael 1992). 
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In summary, it can be said that modern Celtic Christianity is based on the 

romantic construction of the Celts drawn from works of the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries, like the ones by Renan, Arnold, Macpherson and 

O’Grady. One of its most striking features is its contrast to “conventional” 

Christianity. It is used as a “designer-spirituality” (op. cit.: 274) that can satisfy 

a wide range of contemporary needs. Or, as Bowman (2002: 56) points out: 

“[…] in the context of contemporary religion, Celtic is ‘cool’”. Celtic 

Christianity can be described as “more spiritual, more intuitive, more 

egalitarian, more in tune with nature than other brands of Christianity” (op. cit.: 

87135). What is known from early Celtic Christianity – for example the 

differences with regard to the dating of Easter136, the distinctive tonsure137, 

mixed houses of nuns and monks, the collaboration between male and female 

clerics, passionate missionary activity, the withdrawal to remote environments 

– does not quite influence the modern form of Celtic Christianity. This can be 

described more accurately as a “gentle, ‘green’, meditative, holistic 

Christianity” (Bowman 2002: 88).  

The internet-based movement New Tara (www.newtara.org) describes 

Celtic Christianity as distinctive from other streams of Christianity, especially 

in regard to valuing the personal relationship with God. Celtic Christianity, 

according to this group, is a “Creation theology that views nature as God’s 

‘other book’, a respect for each person as a reflection of Creation, and 

promotes a personal and experiential relationship with God and the world” 

(www.newtara.org/newtara_glossary.asp).  

This – rather unspecific – form of Christianity is not restricted to Ireland 

or the other modern “Celtic nations”, but is a widespread phenomenon of 

modern western society. Its admiration for places that are perceived as 

“important Celtic Christian places” (Bowman 2002: 89) is nevertheless 

represented in Ireland through the pilgrimage to Croagh Patrick138 that takes 

                                                 
135 For the exceptional place of the spiritual in Celtic Christianity see also Mackey 1995: 10-12. 
136 This dispute was solved in 664 at the Synod of Whitby, where the Roman (or Dionysian) 
dating was chosen in favour of the Irish dating. 
137 Irish monks shaved the front part of their hair sideways from the forehead to a line ear to ear 
instead of the more familiar tonsure for which the crown of the head was shaved. 
138 Croagh Patrick is a mountain in County Mayo, near the town of Westport. Legend says that 
St. Patrick, the patron saint of Ireland, fasted on the summit of the mountain for forty days in 
441 AD. 
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place on every last Sunday in July and in which many Irish participate every 

year. 

But apart from occasions like this, when places that are connected with 

Celtic Christians are visited, or occasions like St. Brigid’s Day on the 1st of 

February (the day of the former Celtic feast day Imbolc), which is linked to the 

Celtic Goddess Brigid (Clancy 1999b: 34f.), there is not much particularly 

Celtic in the Catholic Church in Ireland.139 A Father from the Galway 

Cathedral points out that Celticness does not have any importance in the 

practicing of the Roman Catholic faith in Galway. On the contrary, he regards 

things that are related to the Celts as connected with paganism and the pre-

Christian period of Ireland. Celticness is neither represented in the cathedral’s 

architecture or in its decoration, nor in its services (even though the mass is 

held in Irish on special occasions like St. Patrick’s Day, which might be seen as 

a concession to the Celtic character of that particular day). Even though my 

informant admits connections between Celtic and Christian beliefs and 

practices, in his opinion these have no particular significance for the religious 

life in Ireland.  

St. Nicholas’ Collegiate Church of the Church of Ireland shows several 

Celtic elements in its decoration – in particular an interlaced cross and 

gravestone from the sixteenth century and a high cross in imitation of the 

ancient Celtic high crosses, which was erected as a memorial for the victims of 

World War I. However, this does not necessarily mean that the Church of 

Ireland has strong Celtic connotations, as it must be borne in mind that St. 

Nicholas was build in the fourteenth century and therefore saw many waves of 

Celtic revivals, whereas the Galway Cathedral was only finished in 1965.  

But even if it is not easy to define “a specifically Celtic Christianity” in 

the present time (Mackey 1995: 5) there are many among the religious 

environment in Ireland that make use of (apparently) Celtic characteristics. 

Among these religious or “quasi-religious” movements is the Anam Holistic 

Healing Centre Ireland.140 This centre, which is located in Manor Kilbride in 

County Wicklow, is described as  

                                                 
139 As the vast majority of Irish are of Roman Catholic denomination, they shall be taken as 
representative for the religious environment in Ireland in general, even though it is clear that 
there are other religions as well. 
140 The Irish word anam means “soul”. 
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“a quiet rural retreat for celtic shamanism [sic.], angel 
readings and therapy, divining courses, shamanic training and 
small group tours to local sacred sites” 
(http://anamspirit.com/). 
 

It emphasises the significance of the “peace and tranquillity of the earth and 

Mother Nature” and the necessity to “reflect on one’s relationship with Nature 

and the Earth” in order to gain mental and physical health. As these are exactly 

the points that are described as core elements of Celtic Christianity, the 

connection to it becomes quite clear. Even if it is not Celtic Christianity that is 

performed at the centre, the same core elements – closeness to nature and the 

earth especially – are represented in its philosophy. 

Another movement that makes use of the Celtic element of Irish culture 

is An Charraig, “A Spiritual Centre in the Celtic Tradition”. An Charraig is 

based on Inis Mór, the biggest of the Aran Islands situated off the coast of 

County Galway. Its founders describe An Charraig as an Aistir, a word that is 

made up from the Irish words for vision/ dream (aisling) and monastery 

(mainistir); it is also suggestive of the Irish word for journey (aistear). An 

Charraig was founded in 1985 in order to help people live a spiritual life, close 

to nature, and is deeply rooted in Celtic cultural and spiritual heritage. The 

Celtic monasteries of Aran are seen as a source of inspiration for the centre (the 

ideal size for a Celtic monastery – twelve monks and an abbot - is for example 

adopted as ideal household size in An Charraig). The founder of the centre 

describes himself as Celtic priest and monk belonging to the Celtic spiritual 

tradition. He sees Celtic spirituality as a form of “indigenous spirituality”, 

which is therefore bound to Ireland as a Celtic place. Apart from a Celtic mass 

that is celebrated every Sunday at 12 noon, he also offers Celtic wedding 

ceremonies, baptisms in the Celtic Christian spiritual tradition, funerals, first 

communions, coming-of-age ceremonies, house and other blessings as well as 

healing ceremonies, blessings for the sick and praying sessions. Especially 

connected with the Celtic traditions are the celebrations of solstice, equinox 

and full moon, as well as the Celtic festival celebrations of Imbolc, Bealtaine, 

Lughnasa and Samhain. 



 111 

Celtic Christianity and Celtic Spirituality – including hybrids such as 

Celtic Shamanism and Celtic Buddhism141 – can be observed in Ireland, but 

they are not at all peculiar to Ireland. In fact, they can be found throughout the 

whole of Europe and Northern America and can be seen as a particular form of 

the reinvention of Celtic identity that was not restricted to Ireland. In Ireland, 

the use of Celtic elements in the religious environment can be found mainly in 

architectural features and decoration. Many Irish churches have Celtic crosses 

on their gable or Celtic crosses in their surroundings. The font of the church in 

Cong, County Galway shows Celtic interlace on all sides142, and the leaflet for 

the Christmas Mass 2004 in the Franciscan Friary in Athlone, County 

Westmeath, also shows Celtic interlace143. However, the actual practicing of 

Christian faith is not seen as particularly Celtic. Yet what might be regarded as 

an expression of Celticness within the cultural identity of the Irish is the use of 

Celtic crosses as headstones on modern cemeteries (see chapter 4.5). 

Gravestones can be seen as announcing individual cultural identity (see the 

studies of Clark 1987 and Meyer 1993), and the use of Celtic crosses on 

cemeteries is believed to reflect a closer attachment to Celtic heritage and to be 

a sign of “Irishness”. 

 

 

5.4 The presentation of Ireland through internet resources 

The presentation of Ireland and the Celtic culture of Ireland on the internet is 

particularly interesting. As in all concepts of identity, the perception of the in-

group by members of that group as well as the perception of the in-group by 

non-members is crucial; the representation to the outside can give significant 

insights into the self-awareness of a group. In addition, the description of the 

in-group by the out-group can give similar insights and shows how non-

members perceive the respective group. For the maintenance of cultural 

boundaries and cultural identity, the ascription from within is as significant as 

the ascription from external sources (cp. De Vos 1982: 6; Barth 1969: 15).  

                                                 
141 The Irish Centre for Shamanic Studies in Navan, County Meath for example offers training 
courses on Celtic Shamanism (see www.shamanismireland.com) whereas a Celtic Buddhism 
Centre is situated in Vermont (www.celticbuddhism.org). 
142 See plate 20. 
143 See plate 21. 
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Websites can moreover function as a powerful means of expression for 

an imagined community and as a symbolic system of representation. 

Communication technologies such as newspapers or print-capitalism play an 

important role in the formation of imagined communities, as shown by 

Anderson (1996). The internet and its role in constructing imagined 

communities in virtual space has been explored in many studies (for example 

Li 1990; Mitra 1996; Ogan 1993; Rai 1995; Boczkowski 1999; Irvine 1999). 

On the example of the Kurdish identity movement, Irvine (1999) shows how 

the internet and other media are a means to reunite people of various regional 

and ethnic Diasporas, thus helping them to claim a new global identity within 

cyberspace. Therefore, the internet can be a means of examining and 

reinforcing cultural identity. 

The websites that are analysed here can be roughly divided into three 

categories: Irish websites, European websites (excluding Ireland), and non-

European websites. Despite the different regions, different cultural 

backgrounds and different languages of these web pages it is remarkable that 

they are (largely) consistent in emphasising the Celticness of Ireland and in the 

characteristics they ascribe to Ireland as a Celtic place.  

Out of the more than 222,000 hits for the words “Celts” and “Ireland” 

provided by common search engines such as Google, only a few shall be 

described here. As examples for Irish websites, the website that provides 

information about the passage graves of Knowth in County Meath shall be 

taken, as well as the websites Irelandseye and Irelandsown. Irishnet and 

Irlandlexikon represent European websites, and Taramagic and the website of 

the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) of the United States of America – which 

provides the World Fact Book – represent non-European websites. 

The website that provides information about the passage graves of 

Knowth in County Meath describes the Celts as “the dominant Irish ethnic 

group” (www.knowth.com/celts.html). Irelandseye gives the same impression: 

“[t]o this day the core of Ireland’s heritage remains unmistakably Celtic” 

(www.irelandseye.com/irish/people/settlers/celts1.shtm). This opinion is 

further emphasised in one of the next sections on that website:  

“[…] it is probably the case that there are, to a greater or 
lesser extent, some archetypical Celtic traits or 
characteristics evident in all sections of the Irish population. 
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[…] the suggestion that there is probably ‘a bit of the Celt’ 
in most of the Irish will cause neither surprise nor alarm” 
(www.irelandseye.com/irish/people/settlers/celts12.shtm). 
 

The opinion that is expressed here is that, while there are many different 

characteristics in Irish people, what they all have in common is a certain 

amount of Celticness – even though the website fails to explain exactly what 

this Celticness consists of. In the case of the website Irelandsown, the Celts are 

the only cultural group that has its own section. It is worth noting that the link 

“The Celts” on this web page (www.irelandsown.net/history.html) leads to a 

page that is entitled “Irish Culture”, but which gives a summary of the history 

and society of the Celts. Therefore, the developers of the site must consider 

Irish culture and the Celts as being the same. Irish culture, according to this 

webpage, is represented by the Celtic way of life, but despite this equation of 

Irish and Celtic culture, the only direct reference that is made to Ireland (and 

not exclusively to Ireland) occurs in the paragraph about “art, language and 

literature”, where it is said that  

“[t]he Celtic culture is a civilisation with at least 3,000 years 
of cultural continuum, and has not yet perished from Europe. 
Today it is estimated that some 2.5 million people still speak 
a Celtic language as their mother tongue. The Celtic peoples 
survive in the northwest of Europe, confined now to the 
Irish, Manx and Scots (Goidelic Celts), and the Welsh, 
Cornish and Bretons (Brythonic Celts)” 
(http://irelandsown.net/thecelts.html). 
 

Next to that, emphasis is laid on this and the other Irish web pages on the 

arrival of the Celts in Ireland. On knowth.com it is said that “[t]he Celts first 

arrived in Ireland around 500 BC” (www.knowth.com/celts.html), and on 

Irelandseye.com it is said that “[t]he Celts were well established in Ireland a 

century before Christ” 

(www.irelandseye.com/irish/people/settlers/celts1.shtm). Beginning with “their 

arrival in Ireland more than two thousand years ago” 

(www.irelandseye.com/irish/people/settlers/celts1.shtm), Irelandseye provides 

an ample description of the Celts in Ireland. It includes archaeological and 

historical sources for the Celts, a description of the influence the Celts had on 

early Irish society and a summary of the most popular Irish Celtic myths. 

Special emphasis is laid on the continuity of Celtic identity in modern Ireland 

in terms of language, politics and religion. 
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Exclusive focus on the Celts as the only cultural group in Ireland can 

also be observed on the web page Irishnet. In the section about history, the 

introduction to information about the Celts is as follows:  

“Den meisten von uns geht es doch ähnlich: Natürlich ist uns 
bekannt, daß die Iren - zusammen mit einigen Volksgruppen 
am Nord- und Westrand der britischen Insel und im Westen 
Frankreichs, den Schotten, Walisern und Bretonen - zu den 
keltischen ”Restbeständen“ Europas zählen, also Nachfahren 
von jenen sind, die die Griechen als ”Keltoi“, die Römer als 
”Galli“ bezeichneten“ (www.irish-
net.de/htm_linkframes/frame_kelten.htm; link Lughnasa). 
 

Another German web page – Irlandlexikon – also provides a broad section 

about the Celts and describes Ireland as “a ‘Celtic country’” 

(www.irlandlexikon.de/lexikon.php?letter=K; entry “Kelten”). In contrast to 

most other websites that provide information about the Celts in context with 

Ireland, this page is more critical about the Celticness of Ireland: 

“Irland hat, unzweifelhaft, viele keltische Einflüsse in seiner 
Kultur – aber auch skandinavische, anglo-normannische, 
andere “europäische” und US-amerikanische. […] Nach 
Irland zu fahren, um dort unverfälschtes Keltentum 
kennenzulernen ist jedoch eine Phantasie. Vor allem wenn 
man, wie ein Experte einmal spöttisch bemerkte, aus den 
Rhein- und Donaugebieten kommt, der (sehr 
wahrscheinlichen) Wiege der keltischen Kultur (ibid.).” 
 

However, even though the web page is more critical in its depiction of Ireland 

as a Celtic country, it still points out that everyday life in Ireland shows many 

signs of Celtic influence: 

“[…] korrekt ist jedoch zu sagen, dass in Irland viele 
keltische Einflüsse auch heute noch ein integrierter 
Bestandteil der Alltagskultur sind” (ibid.). 
 

In the section “Irish History and Mythology” on the non-European website 

Taramagic (www.mc.taramagic.com) the Celts are again mentioned, and the 

only other cultural group that is named are the Irish, which are described on the 

web page as follows: 

“The Irish race of today is popularly known as Milesian, 
because the genuine Celtic population of the present-day 
Ireland is reputed to be descended from king Milesius of 
Spain” (www.mc.taramagic.com/irishpoem.html). 
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Celts and Irish people are in fact seen as being the same on this website, as the 

section entitled “The Irish” consists solely of the poem The Celts by Thomas 

D’Arcy McGee. 

The World Fact Book 2005, provided by the Central Intelligence Agency 

(CIA) of the United States of America, initially speaks of Ireland in the 

following terms: in the introduction it is said that “Celtic tribes arrived on the 

island between 600-150 B.C” – this is the very first information any reader of 

the Fact Book learns about Ireland. Equally remarkable is that under the topic 

“Ethnic Groups” the categories “Celtic, English” are to be found 

(www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/print/ei.html).  

The selected examples above show that information about Ireland, as 

provided on the internet, is in most cases connected with (or at least provides 

links to) information about the Celts. This is an indication that providers of 

these sources equate Ireland with being Celtic. Even the websites that cast 

doubt upon the Celtic character of Ireland still provide the reader with a huge 

amount of information about Celtic culture. By comparison, the Celts are 

granted a much larger part than any other group that can be said to have had an 

influence on Irish culture and a place in Irish history – such as the Vikings or 

the Normans – so that it is obvious these sources consider the Celtic culture 

and character of Ireland as the most significant. At the very least, the 

Celticness of Ireland is promoted as the most significant aspect of Irish culture.  

 

 

5.5 Contemporary application of Celtic identity in the tourism industry 

The tourism industry is one of the most important economic branches in 

Ireland today (Brett 1996: 2). Tourism is furthermore a powerful agent for 

economic development and is partly characterised through the search for 

cultural diversity and the ethnic and cultural identity of the “other” (see van 

den Berghe 1994; Lanfant, Allcock & Bruner 1995). Tourism therefore can 

contribute to the process of image and identity formation, with particular 

significance to new nations, which have to “construct and reinforce national 

culture in self-conscious ways, often staking claims to illustrious names and 

heroic ancestors” (Hitchcock 1999: 30). 
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Tourism can bring together people who are members of different cultural 

groups, even though not all tourism-interaction occurs cross-culturally. But 

nevertheless, a significant element of tourism is concerned with “ethnic 

tourism” (op. cit.: 17). Van den Berghe characterises this form of tourism as 

“search for the other” and as a search for the “ethnically exotic, in as 

untouched, pristine, authentic form” as possible (van den Berghe 1994: 8). 

Tourism can play a significant role in the construction of the identity of a 

place (not only as tourist destination) and create exactly that kind of place 

identity that is expected by the visitor (Hitchcock 1999: 19). This constructed 

identity – which includes homogenized and decontextualized images of 

cultural identity (Cohen 1993: 65) – can be used by tourism corporations in 

different ways. This is, according to Rex (1986: 55), not surprising considering 

the motives of tourism corporations, their desire for profits, responsibility to 

their shareholders and their lack of accountability to the interests of other 

groups. 

MacCannel (1992: 168) mentions that, through tourism, ethnic forms are 

preserved and maintained for entertainment, often in the form of a generalized 

“other”. He also suggests that this contrived ethnicity is often dependent on 

forms of identity that were constructed in earlier times (see chapter 4). This 

(re)constructed cultural identity can be used as a commodity that can be bought 

and sold – for example in the form of souvenirs (op. cit.: 168; see chapter 

5.5.1). 

As “[t]ourism […] is based on the production, re-production, and re-

enforcement of images” (Ringer 1998: 10), it is not surprising that tourism, 

especially heritage tourism, has generated many representations and images of 

Ireland. One of those is an image of an Ireland with strong links to its Celtic 

past, and this image is profoundly promoted by tourist literature as well as 

different heritage centres and archaeological sites. The Celtic elements that 

comprise part of this promoted heritage of Ireland have become highly 

commoditised (not only in the field of tourism, but also in other areas, as will 

be shown in chapter 6). The commoditisation of the heritage of Ireland – 

including its Celtic heritage – is so far-reaching that 59% of the Irish people 

think that heritage is aimed primarily at foreign visitors (The Heritage 

Council 2000: section 6). 
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To be exotic within the frontiers of the European Union – or more 

generally within Western society – the tourism industry in Ireland seeks to 

emphasise the Celtic character of Ireland. This is due to the fact that most 

people living within Europe have at least a slight idea of what the Celts are, 

even if this image is based on Asterix comics144. The Celts are a useful source 

for the creation of an exotic image for any tourist destination. This is due to the 

fact that in spite of numerous (popular scientific) books that presume to have 

an ample knowledge of the ancient Celts, the actual society and culture of the 

Celts is still more or less unknown. Therefore, it is easy to project all possible 

images and ideas onto the Celts. 

Kneafsey (1994: 103) points out that “the tourist can be seen as a patron 

of new forms of creativity and production, such as the commoditisation of 

culture, the creation of place and the construction of identity”. Culture is 

regarded more and more as a saleable resource and the Celtic history of Ireland 

has become a commodity to a high degree. The tourist seeks to discover the 

real Ireland – and this is the Ireland of “magical Celtic history” (cp. op. cit.: 

105). 

As MacManus (1997: 94) points out “there is a danger that the reality of 

the cultural inheritance can be sanitised, commercialised, packaged and 

interpreted out of existence”. The Celtic culture of Ireland is clearly 

commercialised in the context of tourism in Ireland (and not only in this 

context), as can be seen in the numerous “Celtic” items and articles that are to 

be sold in souvenir shops throughout the country. How selected cultural icons 

are conserved, and their meaning reduced to a stereotypical representation of 

identity, has been described by Scandinavian anthropologists under the label 

“cultural fixation” (Kockel 1994: 5). 

On the one hand, tourism can be said to be a means for “the preservation 

of cultural heritage and the revival of ethnic identity” (Ringer 1998: 1). On the 

other hand, this revival of ethnic identity can be a reconstruction that is often 

especially created for the tourist, and is hence characterised by a certain lack of 

authenticity. However, tourism and the public representation of Celtic culture 

are inextricably linked in Ireland.145 

                                                 
144 The famous comics by René Goscinny and Albert Uderzo. 
145 As MacManus (1997: 91) shows, heritage and tourism are inextricably linked with each 
other in many countries. 
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The Celtic past of Ireland is just one of many different aspects of the 

Irish culture which have been selected to give tourists the opportunity to break 

out of the demands and strains of modern life and seek relaxation in the 

simplicity and authenticity of the pre-modern.146 Ireland is projected as a 

country whose traditions and old values remain intact. This is further 

communicated by the emphasis of the connection between the island and its 

past “to such an extent that historic legacies remain evident and widespread to 

the present day” (Quinn 1994: 66). Celtic crosses are widely used to emphasise 

this link with the past, as they are for example a common choice for tourist 

brochures. The Celticness of Ireland is also communicated by the use of Celtic 

emblems and ornaments in many different contexts, and by the use of a certain 

font based on the style of the Book of Kells and others.147 

The image of Ireland as a Celtic country in the tourism industry and its 

stereotypical presentation as a rural, pre-modern society in which the “old 

ways” and Celtic culture are still alive, creates for the tourism industry a 

distinctive “otherness” of Ireland. This helps to distinguish it from other tourist 

destinations and helps it to stand out. 

The geographical “westerliness” (Kneafsey 2002: 126) of Ireland has 

been associated with the image of Celticness and romantic otherness in general. 

As Gibbons (1996: 23) states, the association of the west with heroism, 

mystery and romance can be found in different cultures  

“under such varied names as Atlantis, Elysium, El Dorado or 
the English Land of Cockaigne. In modern times, however, 
Ireland and the United States would seem to be outstanding 
examples of countries in which the myth of the west has been 
elevated to the level of a national ideal”. 
 

In the context of tourism, the people of Ireland are often branded with 

characteristics that are seen as stereotypically Celtic. These characteristics are 

“creativity, humour, melancholy, emotion, spirituality and closeness to nature” 

(Kneafsey 2002: 136). 

Although the images that provide Ireland with its Celticness are mostly 

produced in Ireland itself, they are not necessarily produced or even accepted 

                                                 
146 Other aspects are, according to O’Connor (1993: 76) the people, the landscape, work and 
leisure that can be found in Ireland. 
147 A detailed description of the development of this so-called Irish lettering style and its 
modern use is given in Miller & Musick 1981. 
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by the people of Ireland as images of themselves – at least not by all people or 

not all of the images. The presentation of Ireland as Celtic and the presentation 

of the Irish as Celts (or as people with Celtic characteristics) is rather the 

product of marketing agents of the tourism industry who are aware of the 

fascination many people have for the Celts and related topics. This matches 

with Edwards’s account that the control of the production of tourism images is 

usually external to those who are represented by these images (Edwards 1996: 

197-222).  

So while it has to be investigated whether individual Irish do identify 

themselves as “Celtic” or of “Celtic ancestry”, it is obvious that many of the 

narratives that are used in tourist promotional material and souvenirs are linked 

to Celtic culture and traditions and put an emphasis on the Celticness of 

Ireland.148 Within the tourism industry, Celtic identity is a product that is 

“offered to the consumer” (Lanfant 1995: 8). Cultural heritage in general, and 

the Celtic heritage of Ireland in particular, thus becomes a commodity and 

cultural identity becomes an exploitable resource. Tourist literature, souvenirs, 

postcards, brochures and advertisements commercialise the cultural identity of 

Ireland as Celtic to a large extent. As exchange values between the tourist and 

the tourist destination, these objects can be imaginary and do not necessarily 

have to represent products of real, functional communities or cultures 

(Saarinen 1998: 169). Through the selection and promotion of certain aspects 

of culture as tourist markers, very distinct tourist imageries are constructed.  

In summary it can be said that the tourism-industry is yet another domain 

in which the image of Celticness is used very frequently – primarily in the 

Republic of Ireland, but also in other countries like Brittany. Here ideas about 

the Celts are mainly linked to things spiritual, natural, ancient and “alternative” 

(cp. Kneafsey 2002: 123). It has been argued that constructions of Celticness 

have their origins in the positioning of the Celts as ‘peripheral others’ to a 

defining ‘centre’ and that “[t]ourism is one of the engines which manufacture 

and structure relationships between centres and peripheries (Selwyn 1996: 9). 

Current tourism images of Ireland use this social construction of the Celts as 

‘peripheral others’ to provide a counterpoint to the modern, urban and 

industrialised centre (Kneafsey 2002: 123). But whereas the tourism industry 
                                                 
148 Minard (2000: 52-68) comes to similar conclusions in his investigation about those 
narratives in the Breton context.  
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promotes the Celticness of Ireland as one of its main features, the question 

remains whether this construction of Celticness is also accepted by Irish people 

themselves. Brett (1996: 137) claims that “most Irish […] wish to identify 

themselves as Celts”, but to what extent this wish actually exists and how 

pervasive it is in Ireland has to be clarified. Chapman for example – in contrast 

to Brett – points out that the actual inhabitants of Celtic regions continue to be 

labelled as Celts by others but tend not to regard themselves as Celts or Celtic 

(Chapman 1992: 237).  

 

 

5.5.1 Presentation of Celtic Ireland – Tourism-industry 

As mentioned above, the tourism-industry is one of the most important 

industries within the Irish economy. Therefore, it is not surprising that the 

application of cultural identity can be found here in different contexts.  

Examples shown will highlight the promotion of Irish sites, monuments 

and events as Celtic and the emphasis of the significance of Celtic culture for 

Ireland in relation to the tourism industry. As with the internet sources, the 

examples are seperated into three different categories: Irish, European 

(excluding Irish) and non-European.  

Irish tourism companies, tour agencies and tour operators are one of the 

components that build the Irish side of the tourism industry. Next to that, there 

are official and semi-official authorities involved in the tourism industry. The 

images that are used most frequently by the tourism companies are those 

related to Celtic spirituality, mythology, and heritage; emphasis is laid on the 

Celticness of Ireland and its people in order to sell the place as a truly authentic 

tourist experience.  

Cultural holidays and tours, which are provided by many of the 

companies, focus for example on “Celtic mythology and spirituality”, 

promising that  

“[d]rawing from the well of Celtic history, myth, folklore and 
spirituality this week at Cnoc Suain will be spent exploring the 
Celtic heritage” 
(www.cnocsuain.com/courses.asp?courseID=6). 
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Most of the companies offer at least one tour, programme or trip under the 

topic “Celtic” – “Celtic Kerry Footsteps”149, “Celtic Experience”150 and “Celtic 

Journeys & Pilgrim Walks”151 to name but a few. Alternatively, it is in the 

name of the company that the “Celtic” can be found – as in the examples of 

“Celtic Horizon Tours”152 and “Celtic Trails”153. Ireland is portrayed by these 

companies as one of the last places were “legacies of the ancient Celtic people” 

(http://overthetoptours.com/tours/celtic/index.htm) can be found, although 

some of their claims are highly questionable. The passage grave of Fourknocks 

in County Meath is promoted as one such legacy, yet it is said that it was “built 

before the great pyramids of Egypt more than 5000 years ago” (ibid.) and 

therefore it is clearly older than anything Celtic. This presentation of sites as 

“Celtic” also applies to other places, the most famous among them the 

megalithic passage grave of Newgrange. Some of the surrounding kerbstones 

of this grave provide decorations that are often used as “Celtic symbols”, 

among them the famous three-spiral design of the triskelion. This ornament is 

seen as particularly Celtic among the Irish, and can be found on jewellery, 

ornamentation of houses, and as print on t-shirts. However its use, it is always 

described as a Celtic symbol.154  

Official and semi-official tourism authorities in Ireland, as well as 

museums and visitor centres, also promote Ireland as a Celtic destination. The 

Ceide Fields Centre in County Mayo, which is built on the site of ancient field 

patterns, uses the Celtic image of Ireland. The film Written in Stone 

(Carey 1993), which is shown at regular intervals at the centre, explains the 

geological and historical facts about the Ceide Fields, and makes frequent 

references to “the great Celtic peoples”. Yet the official brochure for the centre 

asks the question “Were these people Celts?”. The answer to this question – 

provided by the same brochure – is remarkably confused: “Definitely not. And 

then again, maybe yes”. So even in a place that is “over five and a half 

millennia old”155 and therefore much older than anything related to the Celts, 

                                                 
149 www.irishtourism.com/walking-tours-ireland/celtic_footsteps.htm. 
150 http://overthetoptours.com/tours/celtic/index.htm. 
151 http://avelin.hitsplc.com. 
152 www.celtichorizintours.com. 
153 www.celtictrails.com. 
154 See plate 22. 
155 Information taken from the webpage of the centre 
(http://www.museumsofmayo.com/ceide.htm). 
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the Celts are an issue. The answer that is to be found in the brochure – 

“[d]efinitely not. And then again, maybe yes” – seems to reflect the popular 

opinion and feelings about being a “Celtic nation”. As will be shown below, 

there is no unified opinion about the Celticness of Ireland. 

Yet official bodies emphasise this Celticness, and Fáilte Ireland, the 

National Tourism Development Authority156 emphasises the role of  

“Ireland’s historic houses, castles & gardens, monuments, 
museums and galleries, national parks, visitor centres and 
theme parks […] in bringing alive our Celtic and Christian 
heritage for the visitor” 
(www.heritage.ireland.ie/heritage_about). 
 

Here again everything that can be of interest for a tourist is promoted as Celtic, 

regardless of its real connection to the Celts – a strategy that is underlined by 

C. McCreevy, then Minister for Tourism and Trade, who wanted to “emphasise 

Ireland as a green island with a Celtic culture […]” (Dáil Éireann - Volume 

438 - 01 February, 1994). The description of Ireland as “the land of the oldest 

and most original contemporary Celtic population” 

(www.gaeltacht.info/willkommen.html, my translation) can be seen in the same 

context.  

Even though the promotion of Ireland as a Celtic place is aimed mainly 

at tourists, there are also places in which Irish people are involved. The Corlea 

Trackway Visitor Centre in Longford organises events such as “Cuchulainn’s 

Shield” – a children’s art competition, “It’s cool to be a Celt!” – a children’s 

fancy dress competition with a “[p]rize for most authentic Celtic boy and girl” 

and “Celtic Twilight: An evening celebrating the Celts through words, music, 

song and dance”. In addition, the film that is shown as part of the exhibition 

leaves no doubt about the importance of the Celtic culture of Ireland. Asked 

about her feelings towards the Celtic character of Ireland and the Irish people, 

one of the guides clearly explained that she sees herself as Celtic and that she is 

proud to be Celtic. 

European tourism companies and tour operators also emphasise the 

Celtic character of Ireland. The Celtic Spirit Project – a company based on Inis 

Mór, the largest of the Aran Islands situated off the Galway coast –promises 

                                                 
156 Fáilte Ireland was established 2003 under the National Tourism Development Authority Act 
and brings together the functions formerly discharged by Bord Fáilte and CERT 
(http://www.failteireland.ie/ 



 123 

those who participate in its Culture Weeks “a true and authentic Irish Celtic 

Experience […]” (www.irish-culture.ch/eng2/index.htm). Among the different 

options available to tourists is an “Ancient Celtic Walk”, and “Celtic Heritage” 

is one of the focal points in every programme. The Celtic Spirit Project was 

developed in 1996 and Inis Mór, its home-island, is described as  

“an ancient place. The past seems to pulse from its Celtic and 
prehistoric sites and it lives on in the local legends, language, 
dance and song”  
(www.irish-culture.ch/eng2/about_celtic_spirit.htm). 
 

The webpage of the internet based travel company irelandby.com157 dedicates a 

large section to the description of the Celtic culture of Ireland, particularly 

underlining that “the Irish people […] are very proud of their strong Celtic 

heritage” (www.irelandby.com/art_and_culture/celtic.htm).  

The identification of the Irish with their Celtic culture and identity is also 

used by the British travel agency 21st Century Travel Ltd, describing one of 

their tours to Ireland as  

“including […] illustrations, old and new, of the strong Celtic 
culture and identity […]” 
(www.21stcenturytravel.co.uk/user/tour_details.asp?tourId=17
9&countryID=2).  
 

This identification is of particular interest, as it occurs as identification from 

the outside – not the Irish identifying themselves as Celtic but being identified 

as such by people from the outside who have an interest in making the island 

desirable for other people from the outside. 

The American travel company Celtic Tours uses the term “Celtic” in its 

name and also provides different tours under the label “Celtic” – such as 

“Celtic Dream”, “Celtic Adventure”, “Celtic Sojourn”, “Celtic Delight”, 

“Celtic Impressions” and “Celtic Tradition” 

(www.celtictours.com/tours/ireland/). Another American company that 

provides tours to Ireland is The Hidden Ireland Tours. This company especially 

emphasises the fact that the tour guide belongs “to a family who has inhabited 

the land since the coming of the Celts” 

(www.mindspring.com/~hiddenireland/teampg/team.htm). 

                                                 
157 Irelandby.com is a publication of the tour operator WorldBy.com, based in Florence, Italy. 
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The fact that his family has a link to the ancient Celts of Ireland seems to 

suggest that he is especially capable of guiding a tour through Ireland. The 

tours provided include: “The Celtic Expedition”, “Celtic Islands and 

Highlands” as well as “In the Footsteps of the Celts” 

(www.mindspring.com/~hiddenireland/tourpg/tour.htm). The same occurs in 

the case of O’Flaherty Tours, an Irish-American158 travel agency. Danny 

O’Flaherty, who leads the tours and cruises that are aimed at “[exploring] 

traditional Celtic music and culture”, is described as “The Celtic Balladeer” 

known “for his passionate desire to preserve and promote our Celtic heritage 

and culture” (www.oflahertytours.com). In contrast to many of the European 

travel agencies, many of the American ones try to build a particular 

relationship to Celtic Ireland through an emphasise of the Celtic heritage that 

slumbers within American people of Irish ancestry.  

However it is used among the tourism businesses, Celticness is part of 

the construction of Ireland as a ‘special’ place within the European landscape. 

The “peripherality” of the Celts makes them so valuable for commercial 

purposes (cp. Kneafsey 2002: 137), especially within the tourism industry.  

 

 

5.5.2 Celtic Souvenirs 

One of the most popular activities for tourists, next to visiting sites of interest 

and entertainment, is the purchasing of souvenirs and mementos from the 

country visited (see for example Hitchcock 2001: 71; Reins 2004: 52).159 

Souvenirs are on the one hand associated with the travel experience itself, and 

on the other hand are linked to a generalized image of the visited culture. 

Travellers want to have a tangible object to take home with them which 

represents the place they have visited. The souvenir should therefore be 

instantly recognisable as being from this particular region or country. 

The use of Irish tourist articles such as souvenirs and postcards as 

transmitters of Irish cultural identity – mainly by manufacturers and tourism 

                                                 
158 O'Flaherty Tours was conducted by Danny O’Flaherty, who was born and raised in Western 
Ireland, and his American wife Laurie Merrill. 
159 As a general starting point of anthropological inquiry of souvenirs the publication Ethnic 
and Tourists Arts (Graburn 1976) can be seen.  
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producers, but also by tourists themselves – has been investigated by different 

scholars in recent years.160 Tourist articles can be seen as providing 

information about the destination they represent (cp. Richman-Kenneally 2003: 

33) and it will be shown that articles made especially for tourists bear the label 

“Celtic” – or Celtic emblems – in many cases. The Celticness of Ireland is 

therefore an image that is most heavily communicated through such articles. 

Souvenirs are not only bought as evidence of travel, but also as a component of 

the construction of identity (Shenhav-Keller 1995: 149). The identity that is 

constructed through the souvenir is not the identity of the tourist/ buyer, but the 

identity of the country visited. Souvenirs can therefore be seen as markers for 

the constructed cultural identity of a tourist destination. 

Souvenirs are moreover means of communication, and in the case of 

Ireland, they communicate an emphasis on the Celticness of Ireland, as Celtic 

motifs, ornaments and patterns are found on countless souvenirs – from mouse-

pads to diaries and address-books. Ordinary objects are hence transformed into 

objects that have an additional meaning. A mouse-pad would usually not 

necessarily be connected with Ireland, but when decorated with Celtic interlace 

or scenes from Celtic mythology it becomes connected to Ireland. 

Souvenirs require a high degree of stylisation in order to fulfil their 

function as representative figurations of a culture that is otherwise largely 

unknown. To operate as markers for cultural identity and to embody the tourist 

memory of a visit to Ireland, they must display their markers of cultural 

identity and experience in such a way that they are recognisable with a 

minimum of prior knowledge on the part of consumers. Markers of Irishness 

which are used in that context include the shamrock, harp and leprechaun, but 

more frequently consist of generalised Celtic images. The function of these 

designs is their over-obvious portrayal and representation of cultural identity of 

the visited country.  

The significance of souvenirs and souvenir shops in the application and 

representation of Celtic identity as part of the cultural identity of Ireland can be 

described in analogy to the significance of museums for the construction of 

cultural identity. Souvenir shops, as well as museums, can be regarded as a 

special form of collections. A collection can be described as every set of 
                                                 
160 For example Gibbons 1996: 37-43; Graham 2001; Lloyd 1999: 89-100; Lydenberg 2003: 
127-133; Negra 2001: 76-97.  
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natural or artificial objects which are temporarily or finally kept and stored at a 

place established only for this purpose. At this place the objects are exhibited 

and can be seen (Pomian 1988: 16). An important difference between a 

museum and a souvenir shop is that the purpose of a museum is to keep the 

objects out of economic circulation, whereas in a souvenir shop the main 

purpose is to bring them into economic circulation, so that people (tourists) can 

carry a “piece of constructed identity” home. In the same way that historical 

sites and cultural heritage centres can be regarded as a special form of museum, 

souvenir and gift shops can also be seen as such. Souvenir shops can be 

defined as institutions which exhibit, interpret and sell material items and 

associated information linked with a certain culture which helps to create and 

maintain the identity of this culture.161 

Exhibitions and souvenir shops do not only display artefacts of certain 

disciplines, whether ethnographical, artistic or archaeological, but are also 

“exhibitions of those who make them” (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998: 2). 

Therefore the Celtic objects (whether “Celtic” in the meaning of displaying 

Celtic symbols and ornamentation or merely named as “Celtic” but without any 

obvious link to this) also tell something about the way the Celticness of Ireland 

is regarded by the exhibitor/ shop-owner and how it can be used in the best 

way for their purposes. 

One of the first things to catch the eye upon entering any souvenir shop 

in Ireland is the frequent use of the term “Celtic”. A description of the souvenir 

shop affiliated to the Peacock Hotel in Maam Cross, County Galway will 

underline this. Upon entering the shop, which is signposted by a board bearing 

Celtic interlace162, one finds to their left a bookshelf labelled “Irish and Celtic 

Books”163. Not only are the books on display in this shelf demarcated as “Irish 

and Celtic”, even if most of them are not particularly concerned with Celtic 

themes (as for example The Connemara Stallion, Songs from the Womb or 

Wilde’s Lough Corrib), but the heading itself is in the so-called Celtic font. 

Advancing a bit further into the shop, there are numerous shelves containing 

                                                 
161 This definition is derived from the definition of a museum as “an institution which collects, 
preserves, exhibits and interprets material evidence and associated information for the public 
benefit” given by the Museum Association (quoted in Grabmann 2002: 132). 
162 See plate 23. 
163 See plate 24. 
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souvenirs that are labelled as “Celtic”, as for example cross stitch kits164, 

displayed on a rack labelled “Celtic Cross Stitch” bearing Celtic interlace 

patterns. Further “Celtic” materials found throughout the shop include shirts 

depicting Celtic patterns165 which are described as “one of the rich treasures 

found throughout Celtic Ireland”, a rack with historical maps of Ireland under 

the heading “O’Brien’s Celtic gifts made in Ireland” and numerous racks with 

different brands of “Celtic jewellery”. Stickers and badges as well as die cast 

models of buses and cars displaying Celtic interlace are also to be found in 

high numbers166, and similar layouts can be observed in souvenir shops 

throughout the country.167  

The practice of turning objects of no particular meaning into Celtic 

souvenirs using an imprint of Celtic ornamentation, or just by naming an object 

as “Celtic” (for example “Celtic Address Book”), changes these objects into a 

valuable commodity. Traditional economics state that in order for an object to 

become a commodity or to take on value, it requires “economic exchange”. But 

the creation of value is not a simple process of supply and demand, as shown 

for example by Appadurai 1986 and Kopytoff 1986. For Appadurai (1986: 3) 

following Simmel (1978: 73) “[v]alue […] is never an inherent property of 

objects, but is a judgement made about them by subjects”. Kopytoff (1986: 66-

73 especially) also classifies a set of non-economic factors which contribute to 

the creation and assessment of the value of an object. Kopytoff considers it to 

be impossible to assess the value of an object independent of its cultural 

context (op. cit.: 68). Both Appadurai and Kopytoff conclude that the creation 

of the value of an object is largely dependent on the cultural meaning behind it.  

For the tourist who buys a miniature Celtic cross or a tea towel with 

Celtic ornament, the value of that object lies mainly in the “Celticness” of the 

object, not in the functionality. The tea towel that shows a Celtic interlace 

symbol or a Celtic cross is identified with the journey to Ireland and has 

authenticity as an Irish souvenir. The value of the souvenir lies in the Celtic 

ornamentation or is even given through the mere naming as something Celtic.  

                                                 
164 See plate 25. 
165 See plate 26. 
166 See plate 27, 28 and 29. 
167 A similar experience of the huge promotion and display of Celtic material can be made in 
Irish bookshops. The vast majority of them (I have not come across a single bookshop in 
Ireland without) has at least one Celtic section. Be it Celtic spirituality, Celtic mythology, 
Celtic history or even just “Celtic”. 
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5.6 Celtic in businesses and enterprises 

The use of the term Celtic for the names of business companies and enterprises, 

as well as the use of Celtic interlace ornamentation for logos and emblems, is 

widespread throughout Ireland. Naming a business and providing it with a logo 

are acts closely related to questions of corporate identity building. It can show 

what type of business it is, influence how the people working within the 

business see it and how it is supposed to be seen by others. To be successful, it 

is important that name and logo are memorable. The identity of a business can 

be expressed in a surprisingly small number of ways: names, symbols, colours 

and lettering. Of these, the issue of naming might be the most significant one. 

The logo can be considered the next important one, as it is a symbol that is 

supposed to sum up the identity of the business (Pearce 1992: 95). The Celtic 

elements in the designs of logos serve the desire for difference and 

memorability; their use by corporations and companies involves the 

representation of an outwardly Irish-Celtic identity – a signification with a 

specific geographical and socio-cultural location. The “Celtic” element in a 

company’s name and /or logo also underlines that “[p]eople increasingly prefer 

brands with a strong identity rooted in their own history” (De Mooij 1998: 22). 

Among the numerous companies using the term “Celtic” in their names, 

only a very small selection shall be given here. But even these few examples 

will show the wide range of the type of companies using the term; from a 

company that prints T-Shirts (“Celtic T-Shirts”) to a telecommunication 

company (“Celtic communications”), a furniture-shop (“Celtic Wrought Iron 

Beds”), bookmakers (“Celtic bookmakers”) and a model agency (“Celtic 

Talent International”), to name but a few. 

The use of the term “Celtic” as part of a company name is not restricted 

to businesses related to the tourism industry or industries that could be 

regarded as related to the tourism industry, such as jewellers. It is a widespread 

element of trade and commerce all over Ireland and includes a wide range of 

business.  

Asked why they chose the term “Celtic” as part of their company name 

or why they use Celtic motifs in their logos, the spokespersons of most 

companies argued that the association of Celtic culture with Ireland led to the 

choice of the Celtic element. The owner of the Celtic Whiskey Shop for 
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example answered that she chose the name “partly because the company is part 

Irish and part Scottish and mainly the products we sell come from these 

countries”. To her, Ireland (and Scotland) are regarded as being Celtic, and to 

emphasise the origin of the items on sale in these countries the company is 

called Celtic Whiskey Shop. The same reason applies to the Celtic Talent 

International Model Agency. Here again the Celtic as part of the company 

name was chosen “because of its connection with Ireland” and is seen as a very 

appropriate name for the company as “at first hearing it lets our international 

clients know that we are based in Ireland”. Celtic Flame gives similar reasons 

for the naming of the company as it is said to be chosen for the “Irish 

connotation” of the term, but also for the “catchy sound of the full company 

name”. The name is also seen as appropriate for the company because it is 

“100% Irish owned”. 

Celtic Angling, a company that offers guided angling tours as well as 

guided tours to antiquities and historical sites uses the “Celtic” as part of its 

name because of the connection to the heritage tours that are offered, but also 

because “many of [the] clients are from the USA and would have an ancestry 

from Celtic people”. In addition to that the name is also seen as having “strong 

Irish connections”.  

The connotation with Ireland is also emphasised in the case of the Irish 

Congress of Trade Unions, which has used Celtic interlace in its logo since 

1994, when the logo was changed to coincide with the centenary of the 

Congress.168 The Celtic interlace was chosen to represent the Irish Congress of 

Trade Unions, as “of the Celtic nations, this interlace design is most closely 

associated with Ireland and was integrated to reflect the national nature of the 

organisation”.  

That the association of “Celtic” with Ireland is not only restricted to the 

Republic of Ireland but also applies for Northern Ireland is shown by the fact 

that within the Irish Congress of Trade Unions there are 56 affiliated unions, 

which are based both in the Republic and North of Ireland.  

Even though the use of the Celtic culture of Ireland in this domain is 

mainly represented by the use of the term Celtic as part of a company name, 

this is not the only form of how the Celticness of Ireland is represented through 

                                                 
168 See plate 31. 
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businesses and industry; shopkeepers throughout Ireland use Celtic lettering 

and symbols on shop fascia boards as a form of advertising. This can be 

observed especially in the case of jewellers, but pubs and other businesses also 

use this form of decoration for their shops. One example is the use of Celtic 

interlace ornament at the entrance to the “Celtic Hostel” in Galway, and 

another is the window of “Pia” a jeweller in Galway’s Mainguard Street, which 

shows Celtic interlace and a Celtic “interlace beast”. 

It is also remarkable that during the 1990’s the uprising Irish economy 

became labelled the “Celtic Tiger”. The term “Celtic Tiger” as a description for 

the Irish economy was first mentioned on the 31st of August 1994 by the 

investment banker Morgan Stanley (O’Hearn 1997: 21). It refers on the one 

hand to the East Asian “tiger” economies, but on the other hand includes the 

element “Celtic” as a reference to Ireland. So here “Celtic” and “Irish” can be 

seen as interchangeable terms. 

The use of Celtic motifs was even part of a discussion about the 

protection of intellectual property rights.  

“Will this legislation cover the industrial and commercial use 
of Celtic designs? We have a unique culture dating back many 
thousands of years. I am sure many Senators have seen images 
from the Book of Kells and discovered on inspection that the 
article in question was made in China, for instance. Will this 
legislation strengthen protection for Celtic designs now used in 
different ways in industrial design? […] I suggest that in the 
case of uniquely Irish products, Ireland should not tolerate a 
regime in other countries that would allow the theft of our 
unique Celtic designs.” (Seanad Éireann - Volume 168 - 24 
October, 2001) 
 

The Celtic designs mentioned here are seen as an intellectual property of 

Ireland that needs to be protected by law. Moreover, they are seen as belonging 

to a set of inalienable properties inherent to Ireland. The Celtic designs, and the 

Celtic culture, are seen as obviously and undeniable connected to Ireland, and 

as such are seen as inalienable, as kept even if passed on. As Weiner points out, 

the relationships to objects is a very particular one in the case of the inalienable 

and its embodiment in material form (Weiner 1992: 6). Whereas in commodity 

exchange ownership is transmitted from seller to buyer, inalienable properties 

are characterised by the “paradox of keeping-while-giving” (ibid.). They are 

given into a system of exchange and social relations, yet are “kept […] and 
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imbued with the intrinsic and ineffable identities of their owners” (ibid.). In 

addition, the inalienable properties “[act] as a stabilizing force against change 

because its presence authenticates cosmological origins, kinship, and political 

histories” (op.cit.: 9). 

 

 

5.7 Celtic jewellery 

The use of Celtic ornaments and motifs for the design of jewellery as well as 

the use of the term “Celtic” as part of the name of jewellery shops can be 

regarded as related to the use of Celtic material in the tourism industry. But the 

reason for tourists’ attention to “Celtic” jewellery is partly due to its promotion 

as authentic “Irish” souvenirs by the tourism industry. However, Celtic 

jewellery is not bought exclusively by tourists, it is also purchased by Irish 

people. 

Regarding the use of Celtic material in jewellery, two different methods 

can be distinguished. On the one hand, there is the use of the actual term 

“Celtic” – which is used in the names of jewellery shops (“Fallers of Galway – 

Celtic Jewellers since 1879”) as well as in the description of a particular kind 

of jewellery (“Claddagh and Celtic Jewellery”, “Silver Celtic Pendants”). On 

the other hand there is the actual design of that jewellery, which either shows 

Celtic interlace, or is in the shape of Celtic material from the past – especially 

in the form of Celtic crosses or ancient brooches (like the Tara brooch). 

There is a broad range of “Celtic Jewellery” to be found in Irish souvenir 

shops, and the description as “Celtic”, as well as the use of “Celtic” 

ornamentations and symbols, connects this jewellery to the “Celtic heritage” of 

Ireland. This is emphasised by Celtic United, a Dublin-based Jewellery shop 

that gives ample information about its “Celtic jewellery”, describing it as 

follows: 

“Each piece of Celtic sterling silver jewelry connects us to our 
Celtic heritage. The traditional symbols and knotwork have 
been taken directly from art and scriptures such as the Book 
of Kells and the Lindesfarne gospels […]” 
(www.celticunited.com).  
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The link between the jewellery and the Celtic heritage of the Irish is further 

emphasised in the following statement: 

“Our Jewelry reflects our Celtic heritage using symbols 
passed down from as long ago as the 8th century B.C. The 
Celtic symbols used in our jewelry can have various meanings 
depending on the tribe, the time period, and the favoured 
Celtic gods” (www.celticunited.com/?page=history). 
 

According to the web page, wearing Celtic jewellery goes further than simply 

creating a link to the Celtic heritage of Ireland, is also represents “power and 

unity” and “reflect[s] spiritual belief and kinship” 

(www.celticunited.com/?page=history). 

The internet presentation of Des Byrne Jewellers in Dublin goes even 

further than that and claims that to show that if a person is Irish he or she 

should wear Celtic jewellery: “you can show that you are Irish everyday, by 

wearing Irish Claddagh & Celtic jewellery” 

(www.allcladdagh.com/geneology.htm). This claim is repeated on the web 

page several times: 

“If it’s a Celtic cross, or a County ring, Tara Brooch, Trinity 
earrings or any piece of Claddagh jewellery, you are showing 
the world something that you should be proud – That you are 
Irish!!”  
(ibid.). 
 
“Don’t hide your culture 
Don’t hide your heritage 
Show you’re Irish 
Wear Claddagh & Irish Celtic Jewellery” 
(ibid.). 
 

According to information provided by the Rovada Watch Company in Dublin, 

“Ireland’s rich heritage” is reflected in the range of Celtic watches they 

produce. The watches are often named after characters from the Celtic 

mythology like Manannan, Lir and Angus and once again Newgrange is 

connected with the Celts, in the form of a watch named Newgrange showing 

the famous tri-spiral design from one of the kerbstones of the monument, found 

under the heading “Celtic”.  

The Newgrange spiral is furthermore described as “one of the earliest 

basic Celtic triskel designs” on the same web page (www.rovada.com/Gallery/ 

celtic/pages/C441W%20Newgrange%20400px.htm).  
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The jewellery shop O’Dalaigh in Gort, County Galway (which is also 

represented by the internet-shop Celtic Impressions) is another jewellery shop 

that connects Newgrange with the Celtic jewellery that is sold in the shop:  

“Our work is heavily influenced by some of the oldest rock 
carvings at the monuments at Newgrange, and Knowth in Co 
Meath, Ireland, and magnificent Celtic artefacts in silver and 
gold in the National Museum of Ireland” 
(www.celticimpressions.com). 
 

The information provided on the web page also puts an emphasis on the link 

between Ireland and its Celtic heritage: “Ireland is one of the last places in 

Europe where the Celtic traditions, Language, and way of life survived, […]” 

(www.celticimpressions.com) and furthermore describes the jewellery as 

“handcrafted in the spirit of the Celts” (www.celticimpressions.com). In 

addition to that the web page gives ample information about the Celts – 

especially the survival of the Celts in Ireland due to the fact that Ireland was 

never conquered by the Romans (www.celticimpressions.com/celts.htm). 

Fallers of Galway do not only call themselves “Celtic Jewellers”, but 

also underline the link to the Celtic past of Ireland (“our Celtic past”) that – 

according to them – “includ[es] the intricate Celtic art of the Newgrange burial 

chambers” (www.fallers.com/cart/page/celtic_jewelry.html).  

James Murtagh Jewellers in Westport, County Mayo are described on 

their web page as “Celtic Jewelry Specialists” (www.celtic-jewellery.com). 

They promote Celtic wedding bands with the following words:  

“nothing stands testament to the enduring quality of your love 
and special feelings like the everlasting beauty of authentic 
Celtic & Irish jewelry” (ibid.). 

The Celtic jewellery they sell is further described as “steeped in tradition, 

symbolism and pride” (ibid.). One of the owners of James Murtagh Jewellers 

in Westport points out that all her children own pieces of Celtic jewellery “that 

we made for special occasions for them because it is something they will not 

grow out of – it is timeless”. 

Wearing a Celtic cross is also considered a way of showing that one is 

Irish, so it can be argued that Celtic jewellery is not only made for tourists 

(even though most of the jewellers would say that it is more often bought by 

tourists than by Irish people), but has a particular meaning for Irish people.  
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5.8  Using the Celt and Celticness in modern politics 

As shown in previous parts of this study, the identification of the Irish as Celts 

or as being of Celtic ancestry has been used for political purposes, especially in 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Modern politics, however, 

still make use of the Celticness of Ireland in a number of contexts. More than 

fifty references to the Celts are made from the first Debates of both Dáil and 

Seanad Éireann in the 1920’s up to today.169 The contexts reach from 

emigration  

“The Celt is going with a vengeance” (Dáil Éireann - Volume 
18 - 10 March, 1927),  
 

and the description of particular people  

“If Bismarck was right and if Senator Hayes is a Celt, the 
speech we have just heard would certainly support Bismarck’s 
contention. […] Now, one of the Celtic qualities was 
imagination, and in that respect the Minister is peculiarly 
Celtic” (Seanad Éireann - Volume 26 - 15 January, 1942),  
 

to matters of farming and economy  

“The sort of pioneer, punitive instinct that seems to be in 
every Celt should not lead us to penalise a farmer if there is 
an avenue whereby he can get a better price for his pig” (Dáil 
Éireann - Volume 228 - 31 May, 1967)  

and the emphasis of a particular connection to other “Celtic nations”  

“The country I would suggest in this regard is a country, the 
people of which are so closely related to our own folk, people 
who, like us, are Celts – France” (Seanad Éireann - Volume 
44 - 11 May 1955). 
 

This is of particular interest, as in the political application of Celticness in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth century it was exactly the distinctiveness of 

Ireland that was emphasised by referring to the Celts. In the modern usage of 

Celticness, however, reference to the Celts is also made in order to build links 

to other (mainly other Celtic) nations: 

“Our cultural ties with Eastern Europe can be traced back to 
the migration of the Celts, spreading out from India through 
the Middle East, right through southern Europe, right through 
eastern Europe. You could honestly say that our roots are 

                                                 
169 The uncountable references to the „Celtic tiger“ will be neglected in this account, but it 
should be mentioned that as a description for Irish women the term “Celtic tigresses” is used in 
modern politics (Seanad Éireann Volume 179, No. 10, 22 February 2005). Also in context to 
the “Celtic tiger”, the economy of Ireland is called “Celtic economy” (Seanad Éireann Volume 
179 23 March 2005). 
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meeting again” (Seanad Éireann - Volume 123 - 15 
November, 1989). 
 

But in contrast to the many quotations from debates in which the Irish are 

called Celts or described as Celts, there are also comments that point in the 

opposite direction and put an emphasis on the Irish as a “mixture” of people 

rather than a Celtic people: “We are not a Celtic nation, of course; we are a 

mixture. Thank God we are a mixture; […]” (Seanad Éireann - Volume 88 - 26 

January, 1978). But these comments are rather rare in contrast to the many 

examples that show Ireland as a “Celtic nation”. 

In the context of the European Union the Celts (among other people) are 

again used for political reasons, this time to show that Ireland and Europe have 

a shared cultural heritage and background: 

“I say this to remind ourselves that we are not participating as 
strangers in a European Union. The Celts, the Vikings and the 
Normans who settled in so much of Europe settled in Ireland 
too. We have a common heritage, a common cultural 
background with our European neighbours, and we should 
claim that inheritance by a very strong “Yes” vote” (Dáil 
Éireann - Volume 420 - 09 June, 1992). 
 

Reference to the Celts is also made in debates connected with tourism: 

“Combined with other projects, a development like this can 
draw tourists. Major interest in these areas has been shown 
across Europe. An awareness is emerging of the Celtic 
influence in Ireland and all over the continent; people are now 
following the trails and seeing the influence the Celts had in 
various countries” (Seanad Éireann - Volume 136 - 11 June, 
1993);  
 

infrastructural development:  

 
“The M3 cannot be built through the Tara-Skryne Valley, as 
is planned. Any attempt to do so would destroy 6,000 years of 
Celtic heritage” (Dáil Éireann Volume 593, No. 1; 23 
November 2004); 
 
“What is involved in accepting our proposal – a loss of face? I 
do not believe any Fianna Fáil Minister would suggest that 
preserving the Celtic heritage of the country could be 
considered a loss of face” (ibid.); 
 

and language politics:  

“The language can only be restored through the co-operation 
of everyone and it is true to say: “You can lead a Celt, you'll 
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never drag him” (Seanad Éireann - Volume 165 - 28 
February, 2001); 
 
“The dual language naming system is not unique. It is a 
legacy of a colonial past where English advanced at the 
expense of the Irish language. Our Celtic cousins in Scotland, 
Wales and the Isle of Man share dual language naming 
systems. If they can operate such systems, then the one Celtic 
nation that has obtained full independence should provide an 
opportunity to register in both languages.” (Dáil Éireann 
Volume 579 No. 4; 10 February 2004). 
 

As can be seen from the examples mentioned above, the “Celt” still has its 

place in modern politics, and is mentioned for a variety of reasons. Therefore, 

it seems that the Celtic identity of the Irish is still used for political reasons.  

However, it is clearly not used as much as it was before. Only very few 

examples of the use of the Celts (or the Gaels) can be found in political 

pamphlets and manifestos of the main political parties in Ireland. Nevertheless, 

the fact that the main political parties of Ireland gave themselves Gaelic names 

(and still have those names) shows the importance the Celtic past had and has 

for the political self-understanding of these parties. In the case of Sinn Féin 

(“Ourselves”), the Gaelic name expresses the idea of an independent, self-

determined Gaelic Ireland, whereas the name of Fianna Fáil means “Soldiers of 

Destiny” and can be seen as reference to the Fianna of the heroic period of 

Ireland. The political party Cumann na nGaedheal (“Society of the Gaels”)170 

which was in power during the first decade of the Irish Free State, also bears 

clear connections with Ireland’s Celtic character in its name. Its successor, Fine 

Gael (“Family of the Gaels”), also has this reference and refers to the social 

organisation of the Celts as a united, close-knit community. Other parties, like 

Clann na Poblachta (“Children of the Republic”) or Clann na Talmhan 

(“Children of the Ground”) also chose Irish names. 

In 1994, Ruairí Ó Brádaigh, then President of Republican Sinn Féin, 

referred in an address called A Vision of the Future: Celtic Identity and 

Cooperation (www.rsf.ie) to the Bretons as “our Celtic cousins” and mentions 

that  

                                                 
170 This is not the same as the association founded in 1900 by Arthur Griffith, even if both 
organisation share the same name. 



 137 

“[a]t all times Irish Republicans have indicated to our fellow-
Celts that we support very firmly their aspirations to their own 
national identity and even to independence.”  
 

In the same context, he quotes from the party’s Agenda of 1976:  

“In particular, we support the efforts of the Scottish and 
Welsh peoples for self-government and freedom from English 
control. Their struggles are part of a common effort which 
was initiated in Ireland to throw off the imperial rule of 
London which has had such dire effects on all the Celtic 
nations.” 
 
“We look forward to the day which is not far distant when the 
Irish can resume those direct relations with our Celtic brothers 
which have been interrupted by the divisive policies of 
London.” 
 

Ireland was in this address described as standing in the centre of a circle 

“which would include all Celtic countries”. 

In the Presidential Address to the Sinn Féin Ard Fheis171 1999, Gerry 

Adams mentioned the importance of the Celtic to the Irish:  

“We have a spirit of genius in this nation - no less. It reaches 
back to our gaelic roots […]. Our unique Irishness is the 
outcome of a rich inheritance […]“ (www.sinnfein.ie). 
 

The Green Party refers to the Celtic high kings in context with the request to 

protect Tara from a road project:  

“Tomorrow, we ask for your support to protect Tara, the 
ancient capital of Ireland, home of our Celtic High Kings” 
(www.greenparty.ie). 
 

In a speech by Fine Gael Leader Enda Kenny T.D., at a public meeting to 

discuss the Nice treaty on the 10th of September 2002 he refers to the Irish, 

Welsh and Scots as Celts: “Unlike our fellow Celts - the Scots and the Welsh - 

the Irish never accepted English rule” (www.finegael.ie). 

So there are various reasons in political debates to refer to the Celts of 

Ireland. One of the most common contexts in which the “Celt” is used in these 

debates is to refer to the Irish people. This happens in different contexts, but 

the context in which it is used most is emigration from Ireland to Britain and 

other places. The second most frequent context in which it occurs is to 

emphasise relatedness and connection with other “Celtic people”. It is 

                                                 
171 Ard Fheis = annual convention. 
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remarkable in this use of the “Celt” that it is not only the Scots and Welsh that 

are referred to as “fellow Celts”, but also the French (and not only the Bretons, 

who are regarded as one of the modern Celtic nations) and even Eastern 

Europeans (without any further specification as to which countries of Eastern 

Europe).  

The use of the Irish language for the denomination of the institutions and 

offices of the Irish state is another sign of its perceived link to the Celts. The 

Free State, for example, was named Saorstát Éireann, the Parliament is called 

Oireachtas Éireann, the Senate Seanad Éireann and the House of 

Representatives Dáil Éireann. The Irish names are even used in the English 

text of the constitution and are the common description used by Irish and non-

Irish speaking people (and even by the British media). The constitution of the 

Republic that was introduced in 1937 is entitled Bunreacht na hÉireann and 

also introduces the Uachtarán (President), Taoiseach (Prime Minister) and 

Tanáiste (Deputy Prime Minister). These Irish titles are just one sign of the 

politics of Gaelicization the government of the young Free State started and 

which was continued in the politics of the Republic.  

Even though Northern Ireland is not the focus of this study, an example 

of the use of the Celticness of Ireland in modern politics shall be taken from 

here. Loyalist Paramilitaries in July 1992 used the picture of the dying Cú 

Chulainn,172 and the Young Unionist Council reminded Unionists that this 

Celtic hero was  

“the mythical hero of the earliest inhabitants of Ulster, the 
Cruthin. He lived – and died – defending his kingdom from 
the men of Ireland who sought to invade. Ancient legend 
records that when mortally wounded, he fastened himself to a 
hugh [sic.] rock that he might die standing and not at the feet 
of his enemies. Today a statue of this legendary hero of 
Ulster can be found in the GPO in Dublin, where it 
commemorates the rebels of the 1916 Easter Rising […] 
Neglect of an ancient heritage resulted in republicans being 
able to steal the legend of Cuchulainn from us” (Young 
Unionist Council, Discussion Paper 2, July 1986, quoted in 
Boyce 2004: 212f.). 
 

So even though Cú Chulainn was one of the most frequently used Celtic heroes 

for the purposes of cultural nationalism, he is also used as an example of 

                                                 
172 New Ulster Defender 1 (2), July 1992. 



 139 

Ulster’s separateness by Unionists, as his heroic deeds culminate in the defence 

of the North against an army from the south. 

 

 

5.8.1 The Galway City Development Board 

A more concrete application of Celtic identity within politics can be found in 

the administrational bodies of Galway City and County. In the Action Plan of 

the Galway City Development Board for the years 2002 and 2003, the 

significance of the Gaelic and Celtic culture for the city of Galway is 

emphasised several times. The primary goal of the Arts and Culture Group is 

described as “[b]eing a friendly City which is a stronghold of Gaelic and Celtic 

culture […]” (Galway City Development Board 2002a: 3, 4, 5, 6, 8, 14, 20). 

The same is seen as the primary goal for the Regional Group (op. cit.: 44, 45, 

46). 

The Arts and Culture Group is furthermore intended to  

“[f]oster the identification of Galway as a world centre of 
Gaelic and Celtic culture including sport, music, dance, 
folklore, craft, culture and language” (op.cit.: 3). 
 

This is supposed to be achieved through the establishment of a “consortium to 

advance the development of a centre of Gaelic and of Celtic Culture” (ibid.). 

To be recognized “as a centre of Gaelic and Celtic culture” (ibid.), elements of 

Irish and Celtic culture are supposed to be included in existing festivals and an 

“annual festival of Irish and Celtic culture” shall be established (op.cit.: 7). 

Exactly the same words are used in the Action Plan for the years 2003 and 

2004 (Galway City Development Board 2004a: 5-7, 14, 19, 41-43) and the 

phrase “vibrant friendly City which is a stronghold of Gaelic and Celtic culture 

while embracing other cultures” is also used by the Galway City Development 

Board in its brochure Strategy for Economic, Social and Cultural Development 

2002-2012 (Galway City Development Board 2004b: 14). 

In its report Developing Sustainable Tourism in Galway – A Framework 

for Action 2003-2012 the Galway City and County Tourism Committee calls 

Galway  

“a vibrant, diverse destination, offering the visitor a broad 
range of product experiences encompassing the carnival 
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atmosphere of its Celtic City to the breath-taking beauty of 
Connemara” (Galway City and County Tourism 
Committee 2003: Foreword).  
 

The section about actions that are planned to maximise “tourism satisfaction 

rates whilst visiting Galway” includes the promotion and development of 

“Galway as a distinctive, unique, cultural destination by emphasising its Irish 

Celtic tradition” (op.cit.: 4, 5).  

Galway should, according to this plan, become a “Hub of Celtic Culture” 

and a “leading International Centre for Celtic Culture” (op.cit.: 56). Of special 

importance for the promotion of Celtic culture is Galway’s position in the 

Connemara Gaeltacht. The Gaeltacht is described as  

“distinct and different because of the living language and the 
rich Celtic heritage and culture that can be experienced there” 
(op.cit.: 20). 
 

Even though the Galway City Council Heritage Plan for the years 2005-2009 

does not mention the Celtic or Gaelic culture of Galway in any form, the 

significance of the Gaelic /Celtic culture for the promotion of Ireland is clearly 

stated in another of the City Council’s publications. The Strategy for 

Economic, Social and Cultural Development 2002-2012 for example, expresses 

the fear that the Gaelic culture of Galway “could be further eroded” (Galway 

City Development Board 2002b: 23). To prevent this, the Board points again to 

its plans to “support and foster Gaelic traditions in the city” through the 

development of an “Annual Festival” and “the inclusion of elements of Irish 

and Celtic culture in existing festivals and events” (op.cit.: 54). It also aims to 

make Galway a “world centre of Gaelic and Celtic culture including sport, 

music, dance, folklore, craft, culture and language” (op. cit.). The “Centre of 

Gaelic and Celtic culture” is planned by the board and is supposed to be 

finished by 2012. As the development of that Centre has just started, there is 

unfortunately no further information available at the moment. In 2004 

however, a working group has been established to update proposals on the 

development of the centre (Galway City Development Board 2004b: 14). 

The development of this centre is part of the goal to “[b]e a vibrant 

friendly City which is a stronghold of Gaelic and Celtic culture while 

embracing other cultures” (ibid.). But the emphasis seems to be laid on the 
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embracing of other cultures at the moment, as all the goals achieved so far are 

connected with anti-racism strategies, social inclusion and minority groups. 

Therefore, whereas the Celtic character of Galway plays an important 

role in the promotion of the city and county through the administrative offices, 

there are other factors in the development of the city that are at least as 

important. It is furthermore noticeable that whereas the Celtic culture seems to 

play a significant role in the development plans of the City Council and 

Tourism Committee, the nature of this culture remains rather unspecified. This 

seems to be one of the main features of the promotion and representation of 

Celtic culture throughout Ireland, not only in Galway. It is exactly this 

unspecified character that can be regarded as one of the main advantages that 

Celtic culture is able to offer in context with its commoditisation – the 

“openness” of the concept of Celticness in general allows it to be applied to all 

kinds of purposes. 

 

 

5.9 Uses of Celtic material in media, public culture and private life 

In addition to the application of the Celtic identity of Ireland in the domains 

described above, there are also numerous examples of the use of Celtic 

material in the media, in public culture and private life. A few examples from 

these areas shall show how Celticness does not only play an important part in 

politics, economy, religion and education, but has also a role in everyday life.  

A first example is provided by the two research vessels of the Marine 

Institute of Ireland. The names of the research vessels are “Celtic Voyager” 

and “Celtic Explorer” and were chosen as a result of a competition amongst the 

staff of the Marine Institute. It is felt by the staff that 

“it is an excellent choice, since the term ‘Celtic’ (to us at 
least) refers to a seafaring breed of people who have 
successfully populated the coastlines of all Mediterranean 
countries and on up into Europe and Scandinavia. Given that 
our research vessel was designed to sail the seas in much the 
same way, this seemed an excellent choice.” 
 

Another reason that is given for the appropriateness of the name “Celtic 

Voyager” and “Celtic Explorer” respectively is the fact that the Celtic culture is 

regarded as “the very backbone of our culture, particularly in coastal areas”. 
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The use of the Celtic past in literature did not stop after the Easter Rising of 

1916. It is still used today in numerous literary works, including novels and 

new editions of folktales and Celtic mythology, which are published all the 

time.  

Judging from the amount of Celtic (or Celtic inspired) literature available 

in public libraries and bookshops, the Celtic heritage of Ireland and the ancient 

tales of the Celts are still of great interest to the Irish and continue to be viable 

in contemporary Ireland.  

The novel Sunrise with Sea Monster (1996) by the Irish writer and film 

director Neil Jordan can be taken as a contemporary example. Jordan’s novel 

shows a keen interest in the politics, religion and history as well as in the Celtic 

myths of Ireland. The novel tries to integrate Celtic mythology in its story. In 

the book Donal Gore, a young Irish volunteer in the Spanish Civil War, awaits 

his execution in a Spanish prison cell. This in itself is interesting as Spain is the 

place from which Ireland derives part of its mythic origins (through the arrival 

of Míl and his sons, see chapter 4). Celtic motifs of Irish story-telling are 

discussed by Quintelli-Neary (1997); discord between father and son and going 

away for some time to face trials in “nightmarish Otherworlds” (Quintelli-

Neary 1997: 12) being just two among these. The time Donal Gore has to 

spend in his prison cell can be regarded as such a facing of trials. It can also be 

regarded as what Quintelli-Neary calls the “education of the hero” (op. cit.: 8) 

and which is a structural convention of Celtic mythology. 

Another example of the use of the Celtic past in contemporary “popular 

culture” is the film Into the West (Miramax, 1993). The makers of this film use 

Celtic mythology to portray issues linked with Irish social, cultural and 

personal identity. The film follows the life of an Irish traveller family and uses 

the myth of Oisín in the land of eternal youth and other Irish mythological 

references to explore the struggles of this family in modern Irish society. In this 

movie, the myth of Oisín, a man who returns to his home after living 300 years 

in the fairy world where the time does not pass like in Oisín’s world, is the 

background for the history and experiences of the traveller John “Papa” Reilly 

and his family. The filmmakers contribute in this way to the efforts that were 

already made by the Celtic revivalists and mix Irish history and Irish legend to 
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such a degree that the viewer cannot clearly distinguish which parts belong to 

the “real life” and which parts belong to myth. 

The TV program Celtic True Food makes frequent use of the image of 

the Celt as nature loving and living in harmony with nature, and is described by 

the producers as “[entertaining] the audience by the preparation of food, story 

telling and the linking of the produce to our Celtic history and traditions” 

(www.lispopplestudio.com/index3.htm).  

The presenter of the show, who calls himself “the Druid Chef”, promotes 

“Celtic cuisine”, which can best be characterised as organic cuisine with 

special emphasis on local ingredients which are supposed to be as fresh as 

possible. Among the meals prepared by the Druid Chef are “Celtic Sole” and 

“Celtic Pancakes”. The closeness to nature is also shown by the fact that the 

Druid chef always cooks outdoors. Everything in this program, from salt to 

leeks, is described as “Celtic”, and as different from mainstream cooking 

programmes. Celticness is what distinguishes this program.  

Another TV program, In Search of Ancient Ireland (co-produced by RTÉ 

2, one of the public TV stations of the Republic of Ireland), describes Ireland 

as “the place of St. Patrick, Cú Chulainn and Celtic mythology”. It is said in 

the show (broadcast on the 10th of August 2005) that “today Irish and Celtic are 

seen as the same”, but also points to the problems concerning the Celtic 

character of Ireland by saying that “today the world thinks Ireland has always 

been Celtic, but the Celts were just one wave of invaders”. Nevertheless, the 

Celtic character of Ireland is eventually confirmed when it is said that “the 

Celts were and are a majority in Ireland”. 

Next to literary works, films and TV programs, being Celtic or Celtic 

identity has also been associated with theatrical performances such as 

Riverdance or Lord of the Dance. Michael Flatley, famous for his tap dancing 

show Lord of the Dance, depicts the oppression of Ireland’s people and their 

exodus into the new world in his new show Celtic Tiger. Not only does the 

show bear the name Celtic Tiger, but it also begins with the Celtic period of 

Ireland. As, according to publicity material, the production “sets out to 

dramatize the spirit of Ireland and its history”, and because it is named Celtic 

Tiger, it can be argued that the show depicts the Celtic spirit as the spirit of 

Ireland. 
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A wooden fence on Headford Road in Galway that is used as advertising 

space for theatre productions, gigs and concerts includes Celtic interlace as part 

of an advertisement for the production Music at the Crossroads by An 

Taibhdhearc, a theatre company situated in Galway City Centre. Celtic 

interlace is also used for an advertisement announcing Sinéad O’Connor’s 

Throw Down Your Arms Tour in the Sunday Times from the 2nd of October 

2005. The association between Irish singers and Celticness can also be 

observed in the Case of the Celtic Tenors, a trio of young Irish singers.  

More personal uses for Celtic material are evident in the example of a 

wedding invitation that is decorated with Celtic interlace and the numerous 

birthday cards and invitations that are decorated in the same style. Probably the 

most unexpected use of Celtic interlace was found on a certificate from the 

Associated Craft Butchers of Ireland on display in a butcher’s window in Gort, 

County Galway, which was edged with Celtic interlace. 

The examples mentioned above show once more how frequently Celtic 

material – in one way or another – is applied in contemporary Ireland. 

Therefore, it seems to be legitimate to claim that Celtic elements are to be 

found in nearly every domain of life in contemporary Ireland.  

 

 

5.10 Discourses of Celtic identity in contemporary Ireland 

The label “Celtic” has been applied to countless items and aspects of life, and 

Celtic things of all kinds have been turned into a highly profitable industry. 

The Celtic past – despite the academic discussion about its legitimacy – is used 

almost everywhere in Ireland. According to Killeavy  

“the country has preserved many of the attributes of its 
distinctive national culture and identity such as the Irish 
language and a distinctive Celtic identity in literature and the 
arts” (Killeavy 1999: 139). 
 

However, this Celtic identity is not only represented in literature and the arts, 

as the previous chapters have shown. On the contrary, the scale and variety of 

the domains in which it is used seems to be even bigger than it was at the time 

of the Independence movement. It is still felt that the Celticness of the Irish 
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people is important in order to “distinguish us from England” and that it helps 

Ireland to “stand out among the European countries”. 

What is it that makes them stand out? The Celts were described by 

antique writers as “one of the six barbarian warlike peoples” (Tierney 1960: 

194), as fighting “in rage and spirit like wild beasts without reason”, having 

“reckless courage” and a will to “self-sacrifice in battle” (op.cit.: 196f.). These 

are some of the characteristics that were supposed to define the Celts in the 

past, characteristics which are still regarded as features that distinguish them 

from other people, as emphasised by the following statement:  

“The Irish are the only group that managed to fight for their 
freedom and actually gain it. That is because they are 
descendants of the Celts and inherited their bravery and skills 
in fight.” 
 

It is also pointed out that the “unwillingness to lie down and be beaten, no 

matter how often we fail, is probably the most typically Irish trait imaginable” 

that derives from being of Celtic ancestry. This confirms Peake’s and 

Kobayashi’s (2002) opinion that invoking “Celtic” identities provides a 

powerful way for many people to claim an ethnic identity that is associated 

with resistance to any kind of oppression. 

Other characteristics linked with Celticness by Irish people themselves 

are stubbornness, appreciation of music, being of “free spirit”, being fun-

loving, sarcastic, having a good sense of humour, friendliness, caring 

communities, determination (particularly in traditional sports), light-

heartedness, charity, community-social spirit, an importance of the family and 

Christianity, hospitality, being great storytellers and talkers. As these are also 

mentioned as Irish characteristics without any reference to Celticness, a clear 

differentiation between Irish and Celtic characteristics is not made in many 

cases. The list also indicates that there is no general shared opinion about what 

it means to be Celtic, but is once more an example of the flexibility of the 

concept “Celticness”. This overlaps with central Celtic characteristics in the 

discourse of Celticness that have developed over time. The most frequently 

mentioned traits are emotion, passion and heroism. Celticness is defined by 

character traits such as sensuality, artistry, instinct and hospitability. Celts, it 
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has been said, are “everything that modern Western industrial capitalist society 

is not” (McCarthy & Hague 2004: 391).173  

The vagueness of the concept also becomes clear if one looks at 

language as a defining characteristic for identity. Speaking a Celtic language is 

among the most emphasised characteristics of Celticness. If this was the case, 

all Irish people who regard themselves as Celts should be able to speak Irish. 

Yet on the one hand there are people who describe themselves as Celtic and 

admit that they do not speak Irish, and on the other hand there are people who 

do speak Irish as a vernacular but do not see themselves as Celts. Therefore, 

language cannot be taken as the main defining characteristic for being Celtic in 

contemporary Ireland. 

Notwithstanding the fact that many Irish people are aware of the 

exploitation of the Celticness of their country by businesses, and the tourism 

industry especially (“The Celts? Oh yes, we exploit them – as well as the 

Vikings, but mainly the Celts”), it is felt by the majority of Irish people that 

being Celtic is important for Irish cultural identity. It is for example felt that 

Celtic culture “definitely has a major significance to Ireland” and that it is “one 

of the essential parts of Irish culture”. When it comes to the question of what 

exactly it is that makes the Celticness of Ireland so important, it is mostly felt 

that it gives a sense of common heritage and something “to be proud of”. 

Children should learn about the Celts because it “shows what makes us Irish” 

and because “it gives people a sense of national identity throughout their lives 

when they know their history of origin”. But when it comes to the question of 

whether one regards oneself as being of Celtic ancestry, the opinions are 

divided. While some people regard themselves as descendants of the Celts, 

others would not lend any significance to Celtic ancestry. But in both groups 

people think that the Celtic culture is important for Ireland. 

In addition to this, it can also be argued that Celticness became a kind of 

“national profession”, as the term Celtic is applied to so many different 

domains of life – spirituality, jewellery, music, politics, food and even the 

economy, which – as mentioned above – came to be described as the “Celtic 

                                                 
173 Some further characteristics that are used to describe Celts and Celtic culture are: quiet, 
local, quaint, unstructured, spiritual, unintellectual, imaginative, artistic, irrational, familial, 
free, impetuous, heroic, rural, rooted in place, true to the past, self-sufficient, nonbureaucratic, 
mountain dwelling, destructive, primitive, and close to nature (see Chapman 1978, 1992; 
Pittock 1991, 1999; Hale and Payton 2000; Harvey et al. 2002). 
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Tiger” during the economic upturn of the 1990’s. The many different ways in 

which images of Celticness are used in an economic way also indicate that it is 

a concept that can be used as a kind of marketing tool. The idea that Celticness 

is rather a state of mind and a set of vague characteristics serves well as a 

marketing concept and explains why the label “Celtic” is so popular, as it can 

be used very loosely while at the same time it sets the bearer (or the product 

that bears the label) apart from “mainstream” culture. The divided opinion 

about things Celtic among the Irish population can also be seen in reference to 

the term “Celtic Tiger”. While it is argued by some that it is an appropriate 

description for the economic upswing of the 1990’s, as Celtic “is the generic 

term that people generally associate with Ireland” and because it does hint at 

the fact “that the economy was achieved on the back of a distinctly native 

genius”, others do not believe in its appropriateness. They argue that it “was 

more a public relations buzz word rather then a name of real meaning” and 

disagree with the term, as it “was used solely for Ireland – yet we are not the 

only Celtic nation”. 

Yet Celtic ancestry and heritage are used to establish a feeling of 

originality and authenticity not only among Irish people themselves, but also in 

the economy, especially in the tourism and the jewellery industry. In both 

industrial branches, hinting at the Celtic descent of the artist or tour guide is 

often used in this way – being Celtic seems to help the business. Celtic culture 

– or the Celtic character of Ireland – has been commoditised through a wide 

range of products. To make something appear Celtic (and therefore 

authentically “Irish”) the seller or producer often just adds Celtic interlace or 

knotwork to an otherwise ordinary object such as a bookmark, notepaper or 

diary.174  

Discourses of Celtic identity include those associated with language, 

religion, music, art styles, politics, ethnicity, geography and even marketing 

strategies (Hale & Payton 2000: 9f.). Debates about the meaning of “Celtic” or 

“being Celtic” have occurred mainly in anthropology and archaeology (see for 

example Collis 1996, 1997) and it has been argued, in line with most 

                                                 
174 This commoditisation of the Celtic is not only to be seen in Ireland, but in all the “modern 
Celtic nations”. In Wales for example the Celtica in Machynlleth, Powys promises the visitor 
to experience “a unique, informative and stimulating insight into the Celts, their heritage and 
their culture” (http://www.celticawales.com/content/?cat=1&). 
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contemporary theories of identity, that Celticness is quite a recent social 

construction (for example Chapman 1978, 1992; James 1998, 1999; James & 

Rigby 1997). Chapman in particular (1992: 88) points out that “[…] the 

category ‘Celtic’ is entirely social in construction […]”. 

According to this, Celtic identity seems to be just another discourse of 

modernity. People who claim this identity impose cultural or even genealogical 

continuities that have no basis in scientific evidence. But nevertheless 

“the idea of Celticness is still of great cultural and political 
importance, and a presumption of deep roots, of unbroken 
traditions and ‘spirit’ going back over 2.000 years to the 
pre-Roman centuries, is a fundamental feature” 
(James 1999: 16).  
 

The idea of Celticness, however, is one of not only “cultural and political 

importance”175, but it also plays an important part in the economy, as has 

previously been shown. How did it become so important in so many domains 

of social life? It can be said that the current interest in all things Celtic started 

in the 1960’s and 1970’s and was largely part of the growing folk music scene. 

It then became substantiated further in the 1980’s and became fully part of 

popular culture in the 1990’s.  

Starting from the nineteenth century romantic reinvention of the Celt 

throughout Europe, the popular understanding of authentic Celtic identity that 

appears to be “impervious to the criticism of scholars” (Dietler 1994: 598) 

seems to experience a repeated resurgence – not only in Ireland, but throughout 

various countries in Europe and in North America (see for example 

Bowman 1993 and Dietler 1994). Especially since the mid-1980’s, there has 

been a large number of popular and scholarly publications on Celts and many 

international exhibitions surrounding that topic.176 In addition to that, academic 

“interest in all things Celtic” (Harvey et al. 2002: 1) has developed and is in 

conflict with the more popular understandings of “Celtic”. 

This social and cultural construct of Celticness had different social 

functions depending on the period of time in which it was used. The modern 

                                                 
175 James uses “cultural” in this context not in the social anthropological sense, but merely in 
the popular sense of as a description for art, literature, music and so forth. 
176 For example at Styr, Austria in 1987, Valenciennes, France in 1990 and most recently in 
Venice, Italy in 1991. Especially the exhibition in Venice that was titled “I Celti: la prima 
Europe” used a shared Celtic past to unify the nations of Europe. The exhibition mentions the 
Celts as the first Europeans. So here the Celts are used to promote and express European unity 
(Bowman 2003: 108). 



 149 

usage of the term “Celtic” developed during the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries as a result of linguistic studies that were conducted to categorize the 

different languages into “language families”. Under this categorization Gaelic 

languages – as well as Gaelic speakers and the areas in which Gaelic languages 

were once, or still are, spoken – came to be known as Celtic (James 1999: 

46f.). People who claimed Celtic identity appealed to solidarity, community 

and heterogeneity in the face of British linguistic and cultural homogenization. 

Through the claim to Celtic identity, a “consciousness of national 

aggrievement” (Trumpener 1997: 25) was produced. “Celtic” was therefore a 

symbolical marker for loss of cultural and political power on the one hand and 

a marker for differentiation from a homogenizing and centralizing culture on 

the other hand (op.cit.: XIII, 31; James 1999: 19, 25). This discourse of Celtic 

identity experienced a rapid development in the late eighteenth century. 

Antiquarians mixed fact with fantasy and thereby produced a vision of the Celt 

as a romantic warrior poet, comparable with Rousseau’s “Noble Savage”. 

Focus was laid on Celtic spirituality, poetry, music and history and thus “bardic 

nationalism” (Trumpener 1997) and “Celtomania” (Cunliffe 1997, Sims-

Williams 1998) came into being. Celtic cultural distinctiveness was 

“rediscovered” and promoted by nationalists in Ireland, but also in Scotland 

and Wales, to explain the legitimate quest to overcome the English suppression 

of Celtic culture.177 Claims to Celtic identity in this way were typically self-

interested and stand in the tradition of the mobilisation of group interests.178  

The contrast between the sensual, artistic, instinctual and hospitable 

Celts on the one side and the disciplined, reliable, hard-working and civilized 

Anglo-Saxons on the other side, has been retained throughout the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries. In 1977, an article in National Geographic described 

the Celts as “proud, inventive, battle-loving” (Severy 1977: 582). The same 

article describes the Celts moreover as “energetic, […] inventive” (op. cit.: 

585), “obsess[ed] with warfare” (op. cit.: 592), “feasting and fighting” (op. cit.: 

597) and “hot-headed” (op. cit.: 600).  

Therefore, the stereotypes produced as early as the nineteenth century 

still shape the image of Celtic identity. People who claim this identity often 

                                                 
177 See chapter 4 for a detailed description of this process. 
178 Compare for example the theories of Cohen (1974) regarding the building of ethnic groups 
as groups of interest. 
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regard themselves as the last defenders of a marginalized culture that needs to 

be safeguarded by them. Celtic identity seems to have a rich, symbolic and 

very well known history and is therefore a powerful identity to claim. But at 

the same time it is very much open to manipulation, as a result of being a 

constructed identity. “Celtic” identity can be constructed in whatever way is 

most useful for the respective situation or group. 
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6 Cultural identity and Celticness  

6.1 Representation and applications of Celtic identity in the different 

domains of social life 

The representation and application of Celticness in Ireland continues to take 

place in different contexts. Historically, the first context was the construction 

of Celticness as part of the cultural identity and its use in the course of the 

Independence movement (as described in chapter 4). The focus in this context 

of application and representation of cultural identity is on the political use of 

this identity and its means as a mobilising factor, which is used primarily by a 

political and educational elite. 

As a first step in the application of Celtic identity, this identity had to be 

created and established. Celticness as part of the cultural identity of the Irish 

was (re)invented as a result of British oppression of the Irish people. In the 

search of a legitimate independent nation state, Celticness was seen as a 

cultural and political means to prove the entitlement to self-government. Being 

Celtic meant that the Irish could not be governed by the British, who for this 

purpose were seen as being Saxon – and therefore belonging to a “younger” 

culture. Archaeology and the study of folklore played important roles in this 

phase of the establishment and use of Celtic identity. Celtic heroes, folklore 

and myths were used systematically to emphasise the heroic culture of Ireland 

in order to mobilise the people. This cultural nationalism in the wake of the 

Independence movement of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 

led to the establishment of Celticness as an integral part of the cultural identity 

of the Irish.  
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Figure 1: The establishment of Celticness as part of cultural identity in Ireland 

 

The construction of the Celtic identity in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries had one main purpose: to legitimise the cultural and 

political independent nation state of Ireland. Therefore, in the political domain, 

Celticness was and is used to build a particular relationship between the 

collective self and the “other”. In the early days of the Independence 

movement and the Irish Republic, the focus was on difference – a major 

component in the construction of cultural identity. In emphasising that the 

English were different from the Irish, a distinct identity could be established.  

Cultural identity is largely formed through binaries such as us/ them, 

civilised/ barbaric, rational/ irrational and so forth. These binaries coincide 

with the so-called privative oppositions that describe relationships between 

marked and unmarked positions (Platenkamp 2003: 299, comp. Caws 1988: 

88). The statement “we are what they are not” plays a significant role in the 

construction and maintenance of cultural identity. Celticness, as a constituting 

element of that identity, was used in this regard during the time of the 

Independence movement (Celtic/ not Celtic). 

Symbols and representations of cultural identity included the Irish 

language and the “ancient” Celtic myths, as well as material representations 

such as Celtic ornamentation and the use of Celtic decorative elements in 
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memorials, paintings and even clothes. All of these elements highlighted the 

difference between the Irish and the English visually and therefore made it 

tangible. Thus, Celticness was used in the process of sharing cultural identity 

on the one hand and as a distinguishing element on the other.  

However, the way in which Celticness as part of the cultural identity is 

used in the political domain today has changed. This is not because Celticness 

became less important, but because the meaning of relationships within the 

political sphere has changed. Whereas it was most important for the young 

Irish nation to distinguish itself from other nations (especially the British), in 

today’s changing political environment, in which the Republic of Ireland is 

well established179, Celticness is also used to enforce and strengthen relations 

to other nations – in particular to the “modern Celtic nations” such as France, 

Wales, and Scotland, but also to Eastern European nations. Ireland had 

succeeded in constituting itself as a new group, transcending its former 

category of belonging to the British Empire. The core of the newly established 

cultural identity, however, had to be maintained to defend the exclusivity of the 

collective. Symbolic representation through naming is one of the most 

powerful means of doing this. By naming the Irish “Celts”, by referring to 

Celticness in the names of political parties, and by using Irish terminology for 

political offices and institutions, difference to the (political) “other” is 

communicated.  

However, as Celticness is such a vague and fluid concept, the 

relationship to the other can be defined in different ways. The same concept – 

Celticness – can be used to establish sameness and otherness. The very fluidity 

of the concept of Celtic identity makes it possible to construct sameness within 

Ireland as well as sameness with other nations – thus playing the “Celtic 

identity card” in a contrasting way to the early days of Celtic identity in 

Ireland. Where it is helpful to establish relations to other nations, a shared 

Celtic cultural identity is used today in order to do so. The other thus becomes 

part of the self – while at the same time the boundaries between self and other 

are maintained.  

                                                 
179 For Northern Ireland, there are other difficulties to be considered, but as the focus of this 
study is on the Republic of Ireland, the situation in the North shall be neglected here. 
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Clearly Celticness is used in the political domain to establish and maintain 

relations, but how does Celtic cultural identity influence and apply to relations 

in the other domains that were investigated?  

During the Independence movement, Celticness was used to create a 

sense of common cultural identity, and images of Celticness that were used 

were characteristics such as bravery, resistance and heroic courage. A 

relationship with the Celtic past and its heroes was established to bind the Irish 

people to their alleged common origin and shared history. This relationship 

was put forward in the immediate aftermath of the establishment of the Free 

State in the field of education, and through monuments depicting scenes of the 

Celtic past or Celtic motifs. This relationship nowadays is still being 

maintained in the field of education, but to a lesser degree than it was 

immediately after the establishment of the Free State. In this relationship, 

Celticness was used to emphasise the distinction to the other – an application 

widely known in processes of creating ethnic boundaries (cp. Barth 1969). 

In the field of education, Celticness as part of cultural identity is 

represented in the syllabi and curricula for history and religion. Next to that, it 

is mostly through myths and Celtic tales that children become aware of the 

Celtic culture of Ireland. But even if Celticness does not play a very significant 

part in formal education, it is believed that it is important that children learn 

about the Celticness of Ireland as part of heritage and history – and to learn 

about their roots. But as education is one of the most important fields of 

“formal enculturisation”, it is significant that the particular relationship to the 

Celtic past (and the Celtic present) remains a topic. The relationship that is 

most important in this domain, however, is not the one with the other, but the 

relationship with the collective self – the Celtic. 

Traditional approaches to Irish cultural identity underline issues of 

religion in constituting ethnicity and cultural identity.180 But cultural identity is 

too complex a phenomenon to support a simple equation of religion and 

identity. The example of Celtic religiosity in Ireland shows that even though 

religion is considered to be an important factor of cultural identity in Ireland, it 

cannot be argued that Celticness plays a major role in this domain.181 Whereas 

                                                 
180 For example Hayes 1991; Fulton 1991. 
181 This is also due to the fact that Celtic religiosity is a term claimed by so many different 
religious movements inside and outside of Ireland. 
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there are numerous examples for the adaptation of alleged Celtic characteristics 

in religious and spiritual movements, these are not restricted to Ireland, but are 

to be found in other parts of Europe and North America as well. It is even felt 

by Irish people that Celtic Christianity is a contradiction in terms, as they 

connect the Celts with paganism. However, the use of Celtic crosses on 

cemeteries could be regarded as one factor in Irish religious life that ties it to 

Celticness. But it is not necessarily seen in this way by Irish people, who, on 

the one hand, point out that the use of Celtic crosses shows a closer attachment 

to the Celtic culture of Ireland, and on the other hand, refer to the aesthetic 

beauty of the crosses as a reason to use them on modern cemeteries. Beauty, 

however, is a value that is strongly influenced by culture and therefore can be 

considered as representing cultural identity.  

Within the religious domain, the application of Celticness is more 

problematic than it is in the political domain. The application of Celticness 

within the religious environment does not create the same notions of sameness 

and difference. This is the case for various reasons: on the one hand, Celts are 

associated by Irish people with paganism, and not at all with contemporary 

Catholic Christianity – which at least until some time ago was seen as one of 

the most important signifiers for cultural identity in Ireland. On the other hand, 

Celticness as a religious attribute is used by too many different groups to have 

any significant meaning for the construction of cultural identity in Ireland – it 

is used to create particular relationships by people inside and outside of 

Ireland. 

Within the presentation of Ireland on the internet (not only as a means of 

promoting the island as a tourist destination, but also in providing general 

information about the country) the Celticness of Ireland is consistently 

emphasised. If judging by this source of information alone, Celticness is 

definitely an important factor in determining Irish cultural identity. The 

internet as a means of building relationships is significant as it enables such 

relationships to be built on a wider scale – inside and outside Ireland. The 

internet is probably responsible to a large degree for the spreading of images of 

Celticness to countries as far away (from the “core” of Celticness) as Russia 

and Japan, and may be responsible for the fact that active “Celtic Societies” 
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can be found in countries as unexpected as India182 and Russia183. In an article 

in the Moscow Tribune from the 16th of March 1996 Henderson writes about 

the founding of the Russian Celtic Society:  

“‘We want to open the Celtic world for Russians’, 
ambitiously declares Mikhail Gladkov, a fairie-thin Russian 
with long hair and specs who speaks a little Gaelic, is host of 
the ever-popular “Celtic Time” radio programme on Rakurs 
radio, and recently founded the Russian Celtic Society. Most 
people ask ‘Why?’ And the answer, from all over Russia, is: 
Celts are hip” (Henderson 1996). 
 

However, the most obvious use of the Celticness of Ireland occurs in the 

economic domain (including the tourism industry, the jewellery industry and 

other kinds of businesses). Products are labelled as “Celtic”, the Celtic 

character of Ireland is highlighted, and enterprises are identified as being 

“Celtic”, hence Irish. In the case of Irish consumers, it might be argued that the 

affiliation with the “successful Celts” – in the sense that the Celts in Ireland 

always were independent from Rome and eventually gained independence 

again after oppression by the English – is a reason to buy in a “Celtic” shop. 

There is no particular meaning inherent in the term “Celtic” that would link it 

to a furniture shop or an IT-company, but the general pride of the Celtic past of 

Ireland is used by the owners and managers of these businesses – hence the 

application of Celticness through logos, company names etc. Furthermore, 

brand names, trademarks and logos can be regarded as signs that have rich 

sociocultural meanings, including mythologies of ethnic groups (cp. Mick et 

al. 2004: 20). Symbolic signs and latent connotations which emanate from 

cultural mythologies play a significant role in the representation of cultural 

identity. In Ireland, these signs and connotations are strongly intertwined with 

the mythic meanings of Celticness.  

However, as the previous chapters have shown, there is a strong 

emphasis on the Celticness of Ireland in the economic domain. It could be 

assumed that this representation of Celticness in the economic domain would 

lead to a certain loss of authenticity of the Celticness of Ireland, much in the 

same way that this is assumed by some in regard to tourism ( for example 

                                                 
182 http://www.comhaltas-jp.com/index.html. 
183 http://www.celts.ru. 
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Cohen 1988: 372). But as the next chapter will show, this is not inevitably the 

case. 

 

 

6.2 Commoditisation of cultural identity? 

Even though there exists in different writings a basic agreement that “culture 

and economy exist as separate and autonomous ‘spheres’” (McFall 2004: 96), 

in the social anthropological sense they cannot be looked at separately. Culture, 

as was said before, is conceptualised as the all-embracing system that stands 

above all other systems and therefore includes the economic sphere. The 

economic sphere cannot be understood as independent of culture, as it is 

culture that is constitutive of economic practices and processes (as well as 

other practices and processes). Therefore, it cannot be said that a given culture 

is destroyed by the influences of marketing practices, but that there is 

interdependence and mutual influence between culture and economy – as 

between culture and all its other spheres. 

In recent studies different scholars have described the processes of 

commoditisation184 and have come to characterise these processes by the 

intense and sophisticated symbolic aesthetisation of material objects (e.g. 

Tomlinson (1990), Rojek (1995), Jackson & Thrift (1995), du Gay (1996) and 

Lury (1996)). Tomlinson (1990) points out that individuals construct identities 

through strategic relationships with material things and depicts the extent to 

which perceived values of material culture are constructed and controlled 

through the needs and aspirations of individuals. He further argues that these 

relationships between people and material things are controlled by “marketing 

science” (Tomlinson 1990: 35). 

Lury (1996) focuses on the dialectics of production and consumption 

characterising the social dynamics of material culture. He bases his analysis on 

four factors that show the shaping and aesthetisation of consumer culture. The 

fourth factor, the emerging significance of material things in the articulation of 

                                                 
184 In these studies, the processes have been named as both processes of commoditisation and 
as processes of commodification. However, the term that shall be favoured in this study is 
commoditisation.  
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identity by specific social groups or culture intermediaries, is most significant 

for the model that will be developed in the following chapter.  

As Foster (1992) shows in his analysis of the emergence of kastam185 as 

a cultural category, the construction of a particular sense of tradition and 

identity seems to be related directly to increased commoditisation.  

Appadurai emphasises the process of commoditisation in terms of 

cultural exchange and the expression of political and economic power. 

Emphasising the significance of exchange he argues that “we have to follow 

the things themselves, for their meanings are inscribed in their forms, their 

uses, their trajectories” (Appadurai 1986: 5). He also provides a detailed 

discussion of the interpretation of commodities and exchange relationships 

drawing on a broad anthropological tradition. His main arguments can be 

summarized as follows: the role of commodities in gift-giving is of strategic, 

political and economic significance and commodities circulate within “regimes 

of value” and are seen as significant elements in the creation of identity (op. 

cit.: 4, 15). 

Movements of people and things can – according to Appadurai – be 

approached as simultaneously cultural, economic and political. Of particular 

significance for this approach is the way commodities are used and 

appropriated and are imbued with or accrue additional meanings, uses and sign 

values. This contributes to the social value of things and is therefore significant 

for their continuing circulation and exchange (cp. Appadurai 1990).186 

Other authors concern themselves with material culture, place, 

consumption and identity (e.g. Glennie & Thrift (1993), Crewe & Lowe 

(1995), Jackson & Holbrook (1995), Miller (1995a, 1995b, 1998) and Britton 

(1991)). Of particular interest is the study of Britton (1991), who – with 

reference to Bourdieu (1984) and Urry (1990) – places tourism in the context 

of the contemporary cultural economy. He argues that groups and individuals 

try to construct their identities through certain preferences of consumption and 
                                                 
185 In his analysis of kastam and bisnis on the Tanga Islands, New Ireland Province, Papua 
New Guinea, Foster describes kastam as “a word and label self-consciously used by Tangans to 
describe mortuary feasting and exchange as well as to differentiate these activities as a domain 
distinct from other domains: gavman [‘government’], lotu [‘church and Christianity’], and 
bisnis [‘commodity production’]” (Foster 1995: 227) and follows the emergence of the 
category kastam as part of the commoditisation of Tangan society (Foster 1995: 6; cp. Foster 
1992). 
186 See also the writings of Bourdieu (especially his writings concerning “cultural capital”) and 
Baudrillard (who emphasises the sign value of commodities); cp. Negus 2002: 117. 
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lifestyle practices (Britton 1991: 455). Identities are hence constructed 

“through the consumption, display, and usage of the signs and values imputed 

in the consumption of cultural (touristic) goods” (ibid.). Furthermore, 

commodities become a means of symbolising “the possession of ‘cultural and 

symbolic capital’” (op. cit.: 454). I argue that these processes not only 

influence the construction of the identity of the consumer (or tourist), but also 

the construction of the identity of the “producer”. Producers in this context are 

all the people who are involved in the commoditisation of culture (tour 

operators, travel agencies, state agencies, entrepreneurs etc.). The producers 

“exploit the goods and services associated with their identity to succeed” 

(Costa & Bamossa 1995b: 5). A third category could – in contrast to the 

foreign consumer – be called ‘the local participant’. This category includes 

people who live in and with the (commoditised) culture, and are influenced by 

the acts of the producers as well. 

On the side of the producer, the identification as belonging to a particular 

culture can lead to certain behaviour. By choosing a particular assortment of 

products, as well as by labelling a company as representative of a particular 

cultural background, cultural self-identification comes into play. Customers 

who visit such a shop or hire the services of such a company, ascribe a 

particular identity to the entrepreneur – on the basis of the product assortment 

and the label and/or company name. 

It can therefore be argued that cultural identity can on the one hand be 

represented and reinforced by business practices, and that those – on the other 

hand – serve as agents of identification. 

The original meaning of culture and cultural identity is transformed 

through commoditisation just in the same way that commoditisation transforms 

the original meaning of objects and their attendant symbolic codes 

(Hitchcock 2001: 74). Yet it is argued that culture, in the context of 

globalization, is maintained primarily through commoditisation and simulation 

(Firat 1995: especially 121). Through processes of commoditisation, 

authenticity and cultural identity cease simply to ‘be’ – to have a use value – 

but come to have an exchange-value within a cultural system 

(Macdonald 2000: 156). 
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The same conclusion is drawn by Watson and Kopachevsky, who define 

commoditisation – by reviewing Marx’s original formulation on the subject – 

as “the process by which objects and activities come to be evaluated primarily 

in terms of their exchange value […] in addition to any use-value that such 

commodities may have” (Watson & Kopachevsky 1994: 645, their emphasis). 

Tourism is often said to lead to the commoditisation of culture and cultural 

identity, and hence to loss of authenticity (Cohen 1988: 372). But, according to 

a UNESCO report, the so-called “cultural tourism” holds a special place in this 

context, as it 

“has a positive economic and social impact, it establishes and 
reinforces identity, it helps build image, it helps preserve the 
cultural and historical heritage, with culture as an instrument 
it facilitates harmony and understanding among people, it 
supports culture and helps renew tourism” (UNESCO 2003: 
5). 
 

So the question is pertinent as to whether commoditisation inevitably leads to 

loss – or even destruction – of authenticity, hence a loss of cultural identity? I 

argue that on the contrary commoditisation can lead to increased interest and 

significance of particular elements of culture and to increased identification 

with that culture. The construction of a Celtic identity as an integral part of the 

cultural identity in Ireland has led to the production of purchasable items that 

represent and emphasise this identity.  

Cultural identity is not only invented by politically motivated or 

creatively inspired people, but also by commercial and economic interests. 

Certain aspects of culture are separated in order to promote a particular cultural 

identity. The isolation of singular qualities provide these with relative 

autonomy from the culture in which they were originally embodied, making it 

possible to resignify these qualities, to equip them with new meanings, and – in 

the end – commoditise them. Cultural items can be produced as commodities, 

serving as expressions or symbols of cultural identity (cp. Roosens 1995: 

139).187 

The concept of cultural economy, that forms the basis for the following 

model, is a complex one and can best be described as comprising two different 

strands. On the one hand, this concept refers to the culturalisation of the 

                                                 
187 An adequate example is the bodhran, a traditional frame drum that is sold in every souvenir 
shop in Ireland – frequently with Celtic interlace prints. 
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economy. In that sense it highlights the idea that culturally coded signs and 

symbols have gained increasing importance for the economy (Jóhannesson, 

Skapdadóttir & Benediktsson 2003: 3). In this strand it includes various 

products and practices that use cultural symbols for marketing or claiming their 

uniqueness in one way or another. Examples for those products include food-

products, entertainment and tourist places. These are seen as resources in what 

Zukin (1998: 826) described as a “symbolic economy”. This is based on 

abstract products (for example financial instruments and information) on the 

one hand and on what she calls “culture” (art, food, fashion, music and 

tourism) on the other hand. This symbolic economy encompasses both visual 

representation and cultural meaning and includes the branding of spaces as 

well as the sale of particular images. 

On the other hand the concept of cultural economy refers to the ways 

economic and organisational life can be explored and understood as diverse 

cultural practice (see for example du Gay & Pryke 2002: 1). In this instance, 

culture economy is an approach that underlines that economic and 

organisational systems are built up of disparate, but always cultural, parts. 

The approach that lies at the basis of the model that will be developed in 

this chapter was mainly introduced by writers such as Fiske and Appadurai 

during the 1980’s through their debates about commoditisation (see 

Negus 2002: 116). The term “cultural economy” was used by Appadurai to 

emphasise the “social life of things” (Appadurai 1986) and was used to 

describe values that lie beyond mere market exchange values. Appadurai put an 

emphasis on the way commodities are used and appropriated and furthermore 

injected with additional meaning. 

In the process of culture economy optimal advantage is taken of the 

economic potential of the cultural heritage. Through increasing globalisation, 

competition between regions has become stronger, and each region, country, or 

nation state seeks to gain advantage over competing regions, countries and 

nation states. One of the means by which economic advantage can be gained is 

the manipulation of culture, especially, but not exclusively, in the tourism 

industry and related sectors.  

For the understanding of the model it is important to see cultural markers 

as key resources in the commoditisation of culture. These cultural markers in 
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the case of the commoditisation of Celtic culture in Ireland are all those things 

that are in any way linked with being “Celtic”. That means all the souvenirs 

that are labelled as Celtic, be it book markers or key rings, address books, 

jewellery or historic sites. They mark the cultural identity of Ireland as Celtic 

for a certain purpose. Ireland experienced a new turn towards all kinds of 

things “Celtic” in the late twentieth and early twenty-first century. As Clancy 

(1999a: VII) mentions: “fasten the word [Celtic] on to anything nowadays and 

it will surely sell”. 

These resources, or cultural resources, are seen as a key to improving the 

social and economic well-being of the areas associated with them – in this case 

the island of Ireland. The range of markers in general includes traditional 

foods, regional languages (Irish can be seen as such a language), crafts, 

folklore, local visual arts and drama, literature, historical and prehistoric sites, 

landscapes and their associated flora and fauna. 

The idea of the commoditisation of cultural identity can be considered 

from the production side and the consumer side. The production side is 

composed of the territory, its cultural system and the network of actors that 

construct the set of resources that becomes employed in the pursuit of the 

interest of the territory (Ireland). The consumer side comprises those actors to 

which the territory seeks to sell itself – be they tourists or local population, 

depending on what product is supposed to be sold. 

This means that here there are endogenous and exogenous forces brought 

together in a dynamic relationship. Lash & Urry point out that in some cases 

“objects as well as cultural artefacts become disposable and depleted of 

meaning” in the process of commoditisation (Lash & Urry 1994: 2f.). I argue 

that the sign or symbolic content of commodities gains more importance than 

their material content. Instead of being “depleted of meaning”, they gain 

additional meaning. As is shown by Smith (1981, 1991), regions throughout 

Europe promote themselves with the intention of preserving their cultural 

identity, which is seen as a resource for increasing regional economic 

development.  

The region can on the one hand seek to integrate itself into the wider 

European concept (in Ireland for example through the link to other “Celtic” 
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nations) and on the other hand the strategic rhetoric looks inwards on the 

cultural system in order to redefine the meaning of the regional culture. 

 

commoditisation of cultural identity

cultural identity

cultural markers

external application internal application

 
Figure 2: The reinforcement of cultural identity 

 

The model shows how cultural identity can become involved in processes of 

commoditisation through the external and internal application of cultural 

markers. As a precondition for this model it is presumed that the Celtic past 

and Celtic culture are seen as integral parts of culture and cultural identity in 

Ireland. Cultural markers are used in the creation and valorisation of resources 

which are linked to a certain region and the identity that is linked to that region. 

In the case of Ireland this is the Celtic identity, which can become a means of 

marketing. The “Celtic” resource can either be marketed directly, or used in the 

marketing of a region. These resources are especially represented by all those 

products that show and emphasize the Celticness of Ireland. On a more general 

basis, these resources can be found in ethno-tourism (for example 

Boissevain 1996), regional food-products (Ritson & Kuznesoff 1996; 

Tregear 2005), regional cuisines (Bell & Valentine 1997) and regional crafts.  

Two assumptions are crucial for the commoditisation of cultural identity: 

the first assumption is that the association of a product (in this case the 

Celticness of Ireland) with a particular region (Ireland) enables the local 

population to obtain economic benefit (as for example through the tourism 
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industry). The second assumption is that the local population has the capability 

to control the type of economic activity, so that the local culture is supported. 

Hence cultural identity can become encapsulated and represented within and by 

products.  

Cultural identity, once it is commoditised, is envisaged as an object of 

desire on the one hand and presented as a cultural symbol charged with cultural 

significance on the other hand. If one buys this commodity, one also adopts the 

cultural identity attributed to those who already own, use, or identify 

themselves with it. 

Through cultural markers, cultural identity can be constructed and 

projected to the outside and to the inside. Cultural markers, especially those 

related to tourist information, souvenirs and the promotion of Ireland as a 

desirable tourist destination, help to construct the Celticness of Ireland and 

hence Ireland’s cultural identity. As in this case the promotion of the Celticness 

of Ireland is aimed mainly at tourists and people outside Ireland, it is the 

promotion of the Celticness of Ireland to the non-local, hence an external 

application of cultural identity. Cultural resources which help to promote the 

territorial identity are sought. In this process initiatives are developed which 

seek to establish and promote the constructed identity to the outside. 

However, the constructed identity is not only used to promote the 

territory to the outside, but also to sell itself internally. It is utilized by the 

communities, businesses, groups and official bodies of the territory. This leads 

to an increased consciousness of cultural identity within the local culture, 

which is then turned into economic opportunity. The identity sells itself to 

itself. In this case, the constructed identity may be used to alter perception of 

the cultural past and also to build a coherent entity. It can then function as a 

catalyst to generate a sense of cultural identity and territorial loyalty within 

people themselves. The local culture can become more than an instrument to 

fuel the trade and economy on global terms; the local culture and with it its 

cultural identity are also rediscovered and reinforced. 

Cultural identity can be transformed into a major selling point for a 

global market in strategic ways. One reason for the successful “sale” of cultural 

identity in Ireland is provided by the imagined geographies of the Celtic 

Diaspora, connected across Europe and across the Atlantic by essentialised 
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cultural markers. The lack of precision in the exact meaning of the term Celtic, 

and hence the culture that is represented by this term, eases the way for its 

conversion into a general signifier of cultural identity in Ireland. The process 

that is indicated by the model, however, does not end with the commoditisation 

of cultural identity. To answer the question that was posed before, as to 

whether commoditisation inevitably leads to loss and destruction of cultural 

identity, the model shows that on the contrary, processes of commoditisation 

can lead to increased significance of cultural identity. As within any given 

culture, the constituting elements are interdependent, and it is not possible that 

cultural identity is destroyed by changes in one of the elements.  
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7 Summary 

As stated in chapter 2.3, cultural identity is manifested in the relations people 

have in different domains of life and can therefore be considered as referring to 

distinct sets of relationships. The domains of life that are analysed in this study 

are religious environment, formal education, economic life (in the form of 

different industrial branches such as tourism, the jewellery industry and general 

businesses), politics, public culture and private life. The respective sets of 

relations within these domains bear witness to particular forms of self-

perception and self-representation. 

Cultural identity is a fluid category, constituted by habitual patterns of 

social interaction within particular cultural contexts. Issues of cultural identity 

are therefore linked with different individual and social phenomena. If 

Celticness can be regarded as constituting part of the cultural identity in 

Ireland, and cultural identity is represented by the particular relations in 

different domains of life, then Celticness should be represented in these 

relations to a certain degree. 

But Celticness is just one aspect among many that the complex cultural 

identity of the Irish is composed of, and is expressed to different degrees in 

different domains of social life (as shown in chapter 5). Within these different 

domains of life, the meaning of Celticness and its significance for the cultural 

identity of the Irish varies. However, Celticness can be regarded as a form of 

collective representation and hence as a social fact (Durkheim 1987b: 5). As a 

category of cultural identity Celticness is constructed and comes alive in 

specific – and changing – contexts. 

Theories about cultural identity often emphasise the significance of the 

spectacular and the historic. If popular culture is analysed at all by the majority 

of these studies, the popular culture in question is the so-called folk culture – 

associated with the pre-modern and often seen as a contrast to modern mass 

culture. In the case of Ireland, cultural identity as represented through 

Celticness proves that what was once regarded as spectacular and historic can 

become part of everyday life, but can still remain spectacular and historic for 

some purposes. The significance and power of Celticness for the representation 

of cultural identity lies not in any fixed meaning it may carry, but in the fact 

that it is widely shared. This, however, does not necessarily mean that there is 
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common accord. It is rather the case that certain concepts, symbols, labels and 

objects associated with Celticness are on the one hand shared, on the other 

hand used and interpreted in different ways and for different purposes.  

Celticness as representation for Irish cultural identity is claimed and 

employed by different groups. The relationships between people and Celticness 

become important signifiers for cultural identity in Ireland – not only within 

Ireland in general, but also to a particular degree for consumers and tourists. 

Through Celtic heritage and the Celtic past, an important way of claiming and 

securing a distinct cultural identity was provided and used by the cultural 

nationalists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. To answer the 

question that was posed at the beginning of the study, as to whether Celticness 

is an integral part of cultural identity in contemporary Ireland, it has to be said 

that Celticness provides one of the major representations of cultural identity. 

Through the concept of Celticness – because it is such a fluid concept – 

relations can be built within all the different domains of social life: relations 

between tourist and visited country, relations between politicians of different 

countries, relations between politicians and “common people”, relations 

between entrepreneurs and consumers, relations between people of different 

parts of the country, relations between younger and older people, relations 

between people (Irish and non-Irish) inside and outside of Ireland, relations 

between different denominations and so forth. These relations help to create the 

bonds that are crucial for the cohesive strength of a group. As these bonds – 

language, a sense of common descent, a shared religion and the consciousness 

of belonging to a lasting entity – are changeable and ephemeral characteristics, 

it is crucial to provide material representations for them.  

That these material representations in Ireland are to a large degree Celtic 

representations – in names, designs, images and so forth – proves that 

Celticness is maintained and represented as an integral part of cultural identity 

in Ireland. The enhanced significance that Celticness gained especially within 

the economic sphere, has led to increased significance in other spheres as well. 

As was indicated by one of my informants, the very naming of the economic 

upturn as the Celtic tiger possibly led to the naming of many companies as 

“Celtic…”. Instead of resulting in a loss of authenticity and significance, the 

increased commoditisation of Celticness led to increased representation of that 
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very Celticness, hence to an increase in the significance of cultural identity. 

Cherished, exploited and reinvented, Celticness will continue to play an 

important part in how the Irish see themselves.  
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Plates 

 
Plate 1: Frontispiece by Frederic Burton for The Spirit of the Nation (Duffy 1845) 

 
 
 
 

 
Plate 2: Halfpenny from 1975 with harp and Celtic bird 
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Plate 3: National emblems; Picture heading a letter in the Dublin Penny Journal from 7th 

of July 1832 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Plate 4: Celtic Crosses in the college graveyard at Maynooth, Co. Kildare 
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Plate 5: High cross of Ellen and William Burke in Glasnevin Cemetery, Dublin 

 
 

 
Plate 6: Celtic Cross in the graveyard of Carraroe, County Galway 
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Plate 7: Detail of a façade in Grafton Street, Dublin, c. 1836 (Sheehy 1980: 64; Abb. 42) 

 
 
 
 

 
Plate 8: Façade of the Central Hotel at Listowel, Co. Kerry 
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Plate 9: Painted vault in the Letterkenny Cathedral, Co. Donegal 

 
 

 
Plate 10: Stencilled decoration in an oratory of the Dominican Convent in Dunlaoghaire, 

Co. Dublin 
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Plate 11: Carnegie Library, Limerick 

 
 
 
 

 
Plate 12: Back of chasuble designed for the Honan Chapel (Sheehy 1980: 166; Abb. 136) 
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Plate 13: Silver monstrance for Honan Chapel, Cork (Sheehy 1980: 164; Abb. 134) 

 
 
 

 
Plate 14: Silver sugar bowl, paraphrasing the Ardagh Chalice (Sheehy 1980: 150; Abb. 

124) 
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Plate 15: Title page of Samuel Ferguson’s The Cromlech on Howth, by Margaret Stokes 

(Ferguson 1864) 

 
 

 
Plate 16: Special issue stamp for the commemoration of the 75

th
 anniversary of the Easter 

Rising 
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Plate 17: Celtic weaponry on the ground of the pool in the Garden of Remembrance, 

Dublin 

 
 

Plate 18: Garden of Remembrance, Dublin 

 
 

 
Plate 19: The Children of Lir, Garden of Remembrance, Dublin 
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Plate 20: Font with Celtic interlace in Cong, County Galway 

 

 
Plate 21: Leaflet for Christmas Mass 2005 in Franciscan Friary Athlone, County 

Westmeath 
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Plate 22: Explanation of Celtic symbols at souvenir stand at the Cliffs of Moher, 

including the triskelion (top row, 3
rd

 left) 

 
 

 
Plate 23: Signpost for Peacockes Hotel and Souvenir Shop in Maam Cross, County 

Galway 
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Plate 24: Bookshelf in Peacockes Hotel Souvenir Shop, Maam Cross, County Galway 

 
 

 
Plate 25: Celtic cross stitch kits as seen in Peacockes Hotel Souvenir Shop, Maam Cross, 

County Galway 
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Plate 26: Shirt with Celtic Trinity Knot in Peacockes Hotel Souvenir Shop, Maam Cross, 

County Galway 

 
 

 
Plate 27: “Celtic Bus” from Irish Decal Products Ltd. 

 
 

 
Plate 28: Badge with Celtic interlace by Irish Decal Products Ltd. 
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Plate 29: Badge with Celtic interlace by Irish Decal Products Ltd. 

 
 

 
Plate 30: Water main cover with Celtic interlace 

 
 

 
Plate 31: Logo using Celtic interlace 
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Plate 32: Celtic interlance animal on façade of “Sullivan’s Supermarket”, Clifden, 

County Galway 
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Zusammenfassung in deutscher Sprache 

Identität ist ein komplexes Konzept, und viele Studien analysieren 

unterschiedliche Varianten von Identität, einschließlich kultureller Identität. 

Die meisten dieser Studien analysieren Identität jedoch auf sehr theoretischer 

Ebene. In der vorliegenden Studie analysiere ich daher kulturelle Identität in 

einem bestimmten Kontext: der Repräsentation kultureller Identität am Beispiel 

von „Celticness“188 in Irland. Eine der wichtigsten Fragen, die diese Studie 

beantworten will ist daher, ob und wie Celticness als ein integraler Bestandteil 

der kulturellen Identität im heutigen Irland konstruiert, repräsentiert und 

instrumentalisiert ist. 

Kulturelle Identität manifestiert sich in den Beziehungen von 

Mitgliedern einer Gruppe in verschiedenen Bereichen sozialen Lebens. Die 

unterschiedlichen Bereiche sozialen Lebens, die in der vorliegenden Studie 

analysiert werden, sind Religion, Erziehung, Wirtschaft (in Form 

unterschiedlicher industrieller Zweige wie Tourismus, Schmuckindustrie und 

anderer Unternehmen), Politik, Alltagskultur und Privatleben.  

Kulturelle Identität ist eine schwer fassbare Kategorie, gebildet durch 

Gewohnheits-Muster sozialer Interaktion innerhalb bestimmter kultureller 

Kontexte. Kulturelle Identität muß daher in Verbindung mit unterschiedlichen 

individuellen und sozialen Phänomenen betrachtet werden. Wenn Celticness 

ein konstituierendes Element kultureller Identität in Irland ist, und kulturelle 

Identität durch bestimmte Beziehungen in verschiedenen Bereichen sozialen 

Lebens repräsentiert ist, dann sollte Celticness zu einem gewissen Grad in 

diesen Bereichen fassbar sein. 

Als erster Schritt muß jedoch erläutert werden, wie Celticness überhaupt 

zu einem so wichtigen Phänomen in Irland werden konnte. Dies erklärt sich 

historisch durch die Unterdrückung Irlands durch Großbritannien. Mit 

zunehmendem Wunsch nach Unabhängigkeit entwickelte sich im 19. und 20. 

Jahrhundert eine Bewegung, die sich auf die keltische Geschichte und Kultur 

Irlands berief, um eine legitimierende Basis für die Unabhängigkeit zu 

schaffen. Durch literarische Werke, die Etablierung von Sportvereinen wie die 

                                                 
188 Der englische Begriff „Celticness“ lässt sich am besten übersetzen mit „Keltischsein“. Da 
diese wörtliche Übersetzung im deutschen aber seltsam anmutet, werde ich auch in der 
deutschen Zusammenfassung das englische Wort verwenden. 
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Gaelic League, archäologische und folkloristische Studien wurde der Kontrast 

zwischen Irland (keltisch) und Britannien (angelsächsisch) verdeutlicht. 

Keltische Mythologie bot eine Fülle an Heldenvorbildern, die den Iren 

verdeutlichen sollten, was sie einst waren und wieder werden könnten. Obwohl 

aus archäologischer Sicht heute die Anwesenheit von Kelten in Irland 

angezweifelt wird, hat dieser Prozess des kulturellen Nationalismus den 

keltischen Charakter Irlands dauerhaft etabliert.  

Nach Erlangen der Unabhängigkeit spielte Celticness weiterhin eine 

bedeutende Rolle, und wurde durch schulische Erziehung und die 

Einbeziehung keltischer Motive in Denkmäler und Monumente weiter 

verankert. Im heutigen Irland ist Celticness ein allgegenwärtiger Bestandteil 

des Lebens, spielt jedoch innerhalb unterschiedlicher Bereiche unterschiedliche 

Rollen in Bezug auf kulturelle Identität.  

Im Bereich der Politik wurde und wird Celticness dafür eingesetzt, eine 

bestimmte Beziehung zwischen dem kollektiven Selbst und dem Anderen zu 

etablieren. Während der Unabhängigkeitsbewegung lag der Focus hierbei auf 

dem Unterschied zwischen Britannien und Irland – im Sinne von „wir sind, 

was sie nicht sind“ (keltisch/ nicht keltisch). Keltischer Identität für politische 

Zwecke wird jedoch im heutigen Irland auf unterschiedliche Weise 

instrumentalisiert; nicht aufgrund verminderter Bedeutung von Celticness, 

sondern weil sich die Beziehungen innerhalb des politischen Bereichs 

verändert haben. Während es für die junge irische Nation am wichtigsten war, 

sich deutlich von anderen Nationen zu unterscheiden und abzugrenzen, wird 

Celticness heute auch dazu verwendet, Beziehungen zu anderen Nationen zu 

verstärken – insbesondere zu den anderen „modernen keltischen Nationen“ wie 

Frankreich, Wales und Schottland, aber auch zu Osteuropäischen Nationen. 

Wo es nützlich erscheint, wird der Andere auf diese Weise dem kollektiven 

Selbst näher gebracht – ohne die Grenze zwischen Anderem und Selbst zu 

verletzen. 

Im Bereich der Erziehung ist Celticness als Teil der kulturellen Identität 

in den Lehrplänen für Geschichte und Religion repräsentiert. Auch wenn der 

keltische Charakter Irlands hier keine herausragend große Rolle spielt, werden 

in der schulischen Erziehung keltische Geschichte, Kultur und Mythologie 

eingebracht. Zudem wurde wiederholt darauf hingewiesen, wie wichtig es für 
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Kinder ist, sich des keltischen Charakters Irlands bewusst zu sein, um „ihre 

Wurzeln kennen zu lernen“. Die Beziehung zum kollektiven Selbst steht daher 

in dieser Domäne im Vordergrund. 

Obwohl viele Studien zu kultureller Identität in Irland Religion in den 

Mittelpunkt ihrer Betrachtung stellen, und obwohl Religion hier weiterhin eine 

bedeutende Rolle spielt, muß festgestellt werden, dass Celticness in dieser 

Domäne keine herausragende Rolle spielt. Zwar gibt es zahlreiche Beispiele 

für die Annahme „keltischer“ Charakteristika in religiösen und spirituellen 

Bewegungen, jedoch sind diese nicht auf Irland beschränkt. Eine Ausnahme 

bilden hier die keltischen Hochkreuze, die in großer Zahl auf modernen 

Friedhöfen vertreten sind, und die auf eine enge Verbindung zur keltischen 

Vergangenheit Irlands verweisen.  

Der offensichtlichste Gebrauch der Celticness Irlands erfolgt im 

wirtschaftlichen Bereich. Produkte (und Regionen) werden als keltisch 

bezeichnet, der keltische Charakter Irlands wird hervorgehoben und 

Unternehmen werden als keltisch – und daher irisch – identifiziert. Obwohl 

vermutet wurde, dass diese Vermarktung des Keltischen zu einem Verlust an 

Authentizität führen könnte, lässt sich im Gegenteil argumentieren, dass die 

verstärkte Bedeutung des Keltischen im wirtschaftlichen Bereich und die 

ständige Repräsentation von Celticness gerade das Gegenteil bewirkt. Durch 

diese positive Verstärkung wird der Celticness Irlands eine größere Bedeutung 

für die kulturelle Identität beigemessen. 

Zusammenfassend kann gesagt werden, dass Celticness als 

Repräsentation kultureller Identität in Irland von unterschiedlichen Gruppen 

auf unterschiedliche Weise beansprucht und eingesetzt wird. Celticness kann 

daher sehr wohl als integraler Bestandteil kultureller Identität betrachtet 

werden. Durch das Konzept Celticness können Beziehungen in den 

unterschiedlichen Bereichen sozialen Lebens gebildet werden: zwischen 

Tourist und besuchtem Land, zwischen Politikern unterschiedlicher Nationen, 

zwischen Politikern und Nicht-Politikern, zwischen Unternehmern und 

Konsumenten, zwischen Einwohnern unterschiedlicher Staaten usw. Celticness 

wird daher auch weiterhin eine bedeutende Rolle in der Repräsentation 

kultureller Identität in Irland spielen. 
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